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Abstract
Social norm emergence is commonly explained by stating that norms serve certain 
functions – for example, solving cooperation or coordination problems. But 
critics argue that examples of norms that do not seem to serve functions show 
that functions cannot explain social norms. However, both sides tend to make 
assumptions about how explanations of social norms in terms of functions would 
work. By discussing four problems for these assumptions, I will show that they are 
over-simplified. Instead of asking whether norms serve functions, we need to ask 
more specific questions about the relationship between the norm and the function 
it supposedly serves.
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Introduction

A common view in the literature on social norms1 is that norms emerge 
because they serve certain functions (e.g. solving cooperation or coordina-
tion problems; Arrow, 1971; Coleman, 1990; Cooter, 1996; Ellickson, 1991; 
Ullmann-Margalit, 1977; Voss, 2001). To outline such functions is to pro-
vide rational reconstructions of norms. Critics respond that many norms do 
not seem to serve functions, and so therefore cannot be explained in terms 
of such functions (Elster, 1989; Posner, 2000).
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Both sides of the debate tend to assume that the explanatory relationship 
between functions and norm emergence is a fairly simple one: either rational 
reconstructions of norm function have great explanatory value for answer-
ing questions about norm emergence, or functions are largely irrelevant for 
the explanation of norm emergence.

To support their respective views, they provide anecdotal evidence: 
rational reconstructivists offer examples of norms that seem to serve a func-
tion very well, and their critics offer examples of norms that do not seem to 
serve a function at all. Although rational reconstructivists and their critics 
obviously disagree about the role functions play in explaining norm emer-
gence, they seem to share some fundamental assumptions about that role. 
These are as follows:

•• Meaning. It is always clear what it means that a norm serves a func-
tion (including in particular that a norm serves a function 
efficiently).

•• Assessment. It is always straightforward to determine whether a 
norm serves a function (including in particular that a norm serves a 
function efficiently).

•• Efficiency. Norms either serve functions efficiently (in some sense) 
or not at all.

If, however, these assumptions are wrong, the explanatory relationship 
between functions and norm emergence can be much more complicated, 
and instead of arguing in favour of or against that functions have an explan-
atory role to play, we should ask a whole set of other questions about the 
explanations of norm emergence. I will indeed argue that the assumptions 
do not hold generally, and that the explanatory relationship between func-
tions and norm emergence is more complicated than rational reconstructiv-
ists and their critics tend to acknowledge. Of course, it is possible – and 
indeed likely – that if asked, proponents of both sides will gladly acknowl-
edge this. However, they do not tend to discuss the ways in which the 
assumptions are over-simplified, and thus the debate about the relationship 
between functions and explanations of norm emergence has continued to 
rely on these over-simplified assumptions.

As noted, I will argue that the overly simple assumptions (and thereby 
the tendency to use anecdotal evidence based on those assumptions) make 
us fail to ask a number of relevant questions about the relationship between 
functions and the explanation of norm emergence. The fact that anecdotal 
evidence can be insufficient evidence for or against functional explanations 
is of course a broader problem than what I can discuss here. For example, in 
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a paper on functional explanations in social science, Harold Kincaid (1990) 
makes the general point that using anecdotal evidence against a functional 
explanation can dismiss such explanations too quickly, because there is a 
number of ways in which the causal connections between a function and the 
phenomenon that supposedly exists because of that function, can be more 
complicated than the simple connection assumed in these anecdotes.2 
However, the kind of issues that I raise in relation to the explanation of 
norm emergence are slightly different from the ones Kincaid raises in more 
general terms, and I have to set such broader concerns aside.

In the following section, I will outline the rational reconstructivist 
approach to explanations of norm emergence, as well as the views of the 
critics. After that, I will discuss reasons why the assumptions are over-
simplified. The first problem concerns for whom the norm is supposed to 
serve a function. It is not always clear what it means that a norm serves a 
function for somebody, or how to assess for whom it supposedly serves that 
function. The second problem concerns the assumption about efficiency: I 
will argue that serving a function is not an all-or-nothing affair, and there-
fore, a demonstration that a particular norm N does not serve a function 
efficiently does not show that it does not do so at all, or that the function 
had no role to play in the explanation of the norm’s emergence. The third 
problem is that norms do not operate in isolation but always against a back-
ground of other norms that can restrict what problem solutions are feasible, 
and this can make it difficult to assess whether any single norm is efficient 
or not. Finally, I raise the point that sometimes there are more than one 
possible function that a given norm N might be thought to serve, and in 
those cases, it can be hard to determine which – if any – of the possible 
functions is the function that the norm primarily serves, and/or which 
explains its emergence.

Rational reconstructions

Standard accounts of what a social norm is emphasize that a social norm is 
a behavioural regularity – it concerns behaviour that is widespread. But they 
also point out that for a social norm to exist, it is not enough that most peo-
ple behave this way, but they must also think that people ought to behave 
this way, and disapprove of them not behaving that way. Another crucial 
aspect is expectations: most people expect that most others will behave 
accordingly, and that others will expect them to behave this way, and think 
that they ought to do so. And finally, social norms come with a sanctioning 
system; if you do not comply with the social norm, you risk sanctions from 
others, ranging from disapproval to social ostracism or even violence.3
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A rational reconstruction of a norm aims to show how compliance with 
the norm in question can be the equilibrium strategy for rational agents, and 
this is of course crucial for understanding norm compliance. If a norm can-
not be so reconstructed, it would be unstable: if rational agents really would 
do better by not complying with the norm, once everything is said and done, 
then the real puzzle is why they comply. Of course, one might argue that real 
people are not rational agents. But the extent to which rationality is an ide-
alization in rational reconstructivist arguments is quite limited and inno-
cent: the incentives to which agents are supposedly sensitive are incentives 
we are all familiar with in our everyday lives.

Rational reconstructions are reconstructions of the function of norms in 
rational choice terms. They show how norms serve the interests of rational 
agents by solving some problem that these face. These reconstructions are 
usually game-theoretic (but not always; for a notable exception, see Posner, 
discussed below), depicting norms as solutions to games of either coordina-
tion or cooperation. Thus, they show how norms allow us to coordinate our 
actions, or to avoid sub-optimal outcomes in Prisoner’s Dilemma games. 
Norms also make others’ behaviour predictable, which can provide the 
required assurance in Assurance games.

The fact that norms can be very useful things – coordinating behaviour, 
facilitating cooperation, providing assurance and making others’ behaviour 
predictable – has led many to suggest that norms exist because they are use-
ful (see, for example, Arrow, 1971; Coleman, 1990; Cooter, 1996; Ellickson, 
1991; Ullmann-Margalit, 1977; Voss, 2001). They exist because they solve 
certain problems we have, that is, because they serve certain functions. 
Consider, for example, Edna Ullmann-Margalit’s account of what her 
rational reconstructions explain in the classic The Emergence of Norms:

My basic argument is that certain types of norms are solutions to problems posed 
by certain interaction situations. These problems inhere in the structure – in the 
game-theoretical sense of structure – of the situations concerned, pertaining to 
some or all of the interacting participants. (Ullmann-Margalit, 1977: 10)

It is crucial to note what it is that rational reconstructivists take them-
selves to be explaining: they explain, they claim, why norms emerge, not 
how they do so. The latter, it is claimed, can only be explained through 
historical analysis (Ullmann-Margalit, 1977). Similarly, James Coleman 
(1990) argues that the existence of coordination and cooperation problems 
generates a ‘demand for norms’ (see also Voss, 2001). Rational reconstruc-
tions are thus a kind of functional explanation. Norms tend to emerge 
because they serve some function (e.g. like ensuring cooperation), even if 
the existence of such a function is not a sufficient condition for the 
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emergence of a norm. The kind of functional explanation inherent in rational 
reconstructions of norms is however not functional explanation of the tradi-
tional kind, since traditional functional explanations tend to focus on the 
group interest. Rather, rational choice theory requires that it can be shown 
how cooperation can be an equilibrium strategy for each and every partici-
pant (or, to be more specific; for each and every rational participant with a 
typical utility function), not just why cooperation is beneficial for the group 
as a collective. But nevertheless, the function is what explains why the norm 
emerges.4

Generally speaking, a norm serves a function if it has positive conse-
quences of some sort, and if these consequences are not accidental. But it is 
not entirely clear what it means that a norm has positive consequences. A 
common notion in the literature is that a norm has positive consequences 
when everybody benefits, but sometimes this is qualified somewhat, so that 
the claim is that the norm has positive consequences when almost everyone 
benefits (e.g. Elster (1989: 108) uses both meanings of ‘positive conse-
quences’). But it is also common to leave the exact meaning more vague, as 
when Arrow (1971) writes that ‘it is useful for individuals to have some 
trust in each other’s word’ (p. 22). Presumably, he means either all individu-
als or almost all individuals. But since I will at some points in this article be 
discussing optimally good consequences, rather than just positive conse-
quences, it is worth pointing out that none of these examples (and many 
others in the literature) discuss whether there could be some further improve-
ment that would be Pareto-desirable. Maybe everyone benefits from a norm 
S₁, but a different norm S₂ would still be a Pareto-improvement. Or perhaps, 
everyone benefits from S₁ and everyone would benefit from S₂, but some 
benefit more from S₁ than from S₂, and for others, it is the other way around. 
Since the literature usually is silent on such issues, I will leave the exact 
notions of positive consequences and efficiency similarly unspecified.

People’s views on the merits of rational reconstructions tend to fall into 
two separate and opposite groups. Some support the functionalist story 
wholeheartedly, some with more elaborate accounts or arguments than oth-
ers. For example, Robert Ellickson (1991, 2001) argues that norms tend to 
be efficient solutions to problems, although he in later work recognizes that 
norms can be somewhat inefficient solutions. Kenneth Arrow (1971) con-
siders (at least some) social norms to be agreements that solve market fail-
ures, thereby improving the efficiency of the economic system (p. 22). 
Cooter (1996) argues that norms will arise to create public goods, when 
contributions to those public goods simultaneously allow agents to signal 
their ‘good type’. Norms thus help mitigate the undersupply of public 
goods. And norms with negative consequences are rare, he claims, since in 
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most cases, in which the signalling behaviour does not also involve socially 
desirable behaviour, no norm emerges (Cooter, 1996: 1677–1678). When 
explaining actually existing norms, rational reconstructivists thus tend to 
look for a function that the norm serves. For example, although the norm 
that men fight duels to resolve conflicts is usually considered a textbook 
example of a norm that has negative rather than positive consequences, 
Schwartz et al. (1984) argue that the norms surrounding the duels fought by 
gentlemen in the Southern United States were not as inefficient as they may 
first seem. The norms served several functions at once. One important 
function was the revelation either of a person’s honour or of likely future 
behaviour. But the main function, Schwartz et al. seem to claim, was that of 
preserving a socially tight-knit community in which nobody mistreated 
slaves (over and above owning slaves itself), since such mistreatment would 
raise the risk of a slave rebellion. However, their paper mostly discusses the 
extent to which the benefits of revealing character and trustworthiness could 
outweigh the obvious disadvantages of a practice that involved the risk of 
death for important members of society, and the result of which had little 
correlation with who had originally been in the wrong.5

As noted in the ‘Introduction’ section, this type of functionalist explana-
tion is the target of a standard argument against rational reconstructions of 
norms. Jon Elster (1989) argues that the functionalist story must be wrong 
since not all norms have beneficial consequences; some of them even have 
really negative consequences, for example, norms of revenge (pp. 107–113). 
Elster is not the only one who takes this view. For example, Eric Posner 
(2000), in his work on the relation between social norms and the law, dis-
misses functionalism with a quick wave of the hand: ‘(F)unctionalism . . . 
is empirically false and methodologically sterile’ (p. 172). Posner also 
explicitly refers to Elster’s argument as the reason for his rejection of func-
tionalism. Others have noted their scepticism in milder words, agreeing 
with Elster and Posner that uncritical functional explanations are implausi-
ble, but nevertheless arguing that functions do have some explanatory role 
to play (see, for example, Bicchieri and Muldoon, 2011).

However, an over-simplified view of the relationship between functions and 
social norm emergence means that there are aspects of that relationship that we 
do not investigate. In the following section, I will discuss such over-simplifica-
tions, and provide a more nuanced view of the relationship in question.

Function for whom – and when?

In assessing whether a norm serves a function, we obviously need to be able 
to point out for whom it serves such a function. But in this section, I will 
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argue that it can be far from straightforward to determine which group, if 
any, a given norm serves a function for. Note, though, that with ‘function for 
a group’, I do not mean to imply that there is some sort of mysterious group 
interest, only that the norm serves a function for each individual in this 
group (with some qualifications that I will discuss below). A difficulty to 
identify the group of individuals the norm serves a function for is obviously 
a problem for the rational reconstructivists. But it is also a problem for their 
critics, since justifying a claim that a norm does not serve a function requires 
that we can rule out that there is a relevant group for which it does so. Many 
of the rational reconstructivists’ main examples (norms against littering, 
against freeriding on others’ generosity, against not doing your fair share, 
etc.) portray norms as solving general problems in ways that serve all agents 
equally well. But of course, societies are full of norms that serve the inter-
ests of some groups but not others. For example, the norm that members of 
criminal organizations do not speak to the police serves the interests of the 
criminal organizations, but not of general society. However, there is nothing 
about rational reconstructions that necessarily makes it the case that the 
functions they discuss have to be functions for the whole of society – and 
indeed, many rational reconstruction examples make this perfectly clear.

However, it is not enough to recognize that a norm does not have to be 
beneficial for the whole of society. If it was, all we would have to do to get 
things right would be to focus on the smaller group of people who are com-
plying with the norm (as in members of criminal organizations). And, as we 
will see, although this might work in the case of the criminal organization, 
it is not always the case that the group of agents who are currently comply-
ing with the norm is also the group of individuals each of whom benefits 
from the norm.

Take instead an example of a norm that requires inequality. For exam-
ple, consider a norm that requires that men get to eat before women, so that 
the former can eat their fill and choose the best pieces of food, whereas the 
latter eat what is left. The norm obviously applies to both men and women, 
in that it prescribes behaviour for both men and women. In this sense, it is 
not like the norm that members of a criminal organization do not speak to 
the police, as this norm does not prescribe any behaviour in particular to 
people who are not members of criminal organizations. But it is obviously 
not plausible that the sexist norm should be explained in terms of a func-
tion it serves for both men and women. In general, when a norm applies to 
a group, but only some members of that group benefit from the norm, an 
explanation of the emergence of that norm in terms of function will not be 
about a function it serves for each member of the group, but only for the 
dominant members.
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Some social scientists and philosophers use game theory to understand 
bargaining between agents with conflicting interests and with unequal bar-
gaining power (see, for example, Knight, 1992). Obviously, we can apply 
the same approach to our study of norms, and few if any rational reconstruc-
tivists would disagree. But before we therefore conclude that the fact that 
costs and benefits from a particular norm are unequally distributed across 
agents does not pose a problem for rational reconstructivists, we should 
recognize that in practice, the unequal distribution of costs and benefits can 
make it very difficult to establish whether a function F explains the emer-
gence of a norm N. Identifying who, in the group of people who take them-
selves to be expected to comply with the norm, benefits from it can be 
difficult. Taking care not to ascribe an explanatory role to some function F 
unless we can identify for whom the norm in question served function F, 
thus means that we must pay attention to important individual or sub-group 
variation in costs and benefits.6

The really difficult situation for anyone wanting to claim that a function 
F explained the emergence of a norm N is however a different one, namely 
one of time. It may be the case that nobody in the current group of norm 
compliers benefits very much from the norm. Suppose that the norm was 
originally created by an earlier group of agents. It is possible that the norm 
emerged because it served the interests of (some of) the members of that 
group. But norms have a tendency to take on a life of their own, once they 
exist.7 Because of possible coordination effects and the threat of sanctions 
against violators, people may very well have an incentive to comply with 
the norm now, even though the problem that the norm emerged to solve is 
long since gone. This is similar to a problem for adaptationist explanations 
in biology: a particular trait might have arisen as an adaptation once upon a 
time, but might no longer be adaptive and instead might persist for some 
other reason. Just as the reason why a biological trait still exists might be 
different from the reason it once emerged, the reason why the norm contin-
ues to exist may not be the same as the reason why the norm first emerged. 
Of course, it is possible that function is a better explanation of norm persis-
tence than of norm emergence. But that question is not the subject of this 
article. Similarly, a biological trait could look like an adaptation to some 
aspect of the current environment, but still not have arisen as an adaptation. 
Issues like these are part of what makes adaptationist explanations difficult 
in evolutionary biology.

Although not theoretically problematic for rational reconstructivists or 
for their critics, the problem of when, more exactly, a norm served a func-
tion (or not, as it may be) for a relevant group of individuals, is empirically 
difficult to deal with. The kind of anecdotal evidence provided by rational 
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reconstructivists is not enough to establish their claim that the norms in their 
examples serve functions. It may very well be that a norm N happens to 
serve a function F for some group G now, but to establish that the norm 
emerged because of the function we would have to establish that the norm 
served that function when the norm emerged – and if we recognize that 
whether a norm serves a function can change over time, we can no longer 
jump to conclusions about this from the mere fact that it serves a function 
now. The function it serves now might, as noted above, merely explain why 
the norm persists.8 The question of why a norm persists is different from the 
question of why it emerged; sometimes, the two questions have the same 
answer, but sometimes they do not.

But although the problem that we cannot easily draw a conclusion about 
what function a norm served when it emerged from observations about what 
function it serves now, obviously is a problem for rational reconstructivists, 
it can be equally problematic for critics of rational reconstructions. Although 
it may be true that some norm they discuss do not serve any function (or at 
least do not do so efficiently, see the next section) now, for any group, this 
does not preclude that some function explained why the norm originally 
emerged. This point about the problems of establishing – or denying – that 
a norm emerged because it served a function becomes even more difficult to 
deal with empirically once we take into account that although the norm 
might serve a function, at a given point in time and for some group or sub-
group, the power relationship between various sub-groups and groups can 
change over time, in ways that could mean that although the norm N might 
serve a function F for a group G now, and there existed a group G*, with 
similar interests as that of G, when the norm N emerged, it may still not be 
the case that G* was powerful enough that the norm N emerged because it 
would serve G*’s interests. A good argument about how a particular norm N 
emerged because it served a function F would thus have to be much more 
careful about for whom and when the norm N supposedly served the func-
tion F than what is currently common.

Rather than speaking of a norm that serves a function, we should thus 
speak of a norm N that serves a function F for the individuals in group G at 
time ti.

Efficient and inefficient norms

Let us now turn to the assumption of norm efficiency. Although Elster 
(1989) lists not just a social norm of revenge but also several other norms as 
counterexamples against the claim that norms exist because they have good 
collective benefits (pp. 107–113), the example he discussed in most detail 



418 Rationality and Society 31(4)

(in Elster 1990) is the norm of revenge. Elster discusses the norm of revenge 
from the point of view both of individual and collective benefits, and denies 
that the norm have either type of benefits. A rational reconstructivist expla-
nation of the norm of revenge would claim that the norm in question serves 
the function of maintaining peace, which is important for all (or almost all) 
individuals in the group, and further that it is individually rational to comply 
with the norm to realize this benefit. If Elster were right, a rational recon-
structivist explanation of the norm of revenge would thus fail.

Revenge, in particular vendetta, norms say that if you are wronged (be it 
the murder of a family member or an insult in the bus queue), you have to 
take revenge. The revenge has to be severe enough that your honour is 
restored: quite often, this involves causing more damage to the other party 
than he or she caused you. Since they, too, accept the revenge norm, how-
ever, they will then have to take revenge on you for the damage you caused, 
and the two of you will cause greater and greater damage until, in the 
extreme case, eventually one of you is dead (and it might not even end 
then). Of course, things do not have to spiral out of control; maybe the 
offending party decides to accept your revenge and let it be. But even so, the 
damage caused to them will have been greater than the damage done to you. 
All in all, norms of revenge are thus rather destructive. Therefore, Elster 
(1990) argues, norms such as norms of revenge cannot have emerged as 
solutions to a problem. Nevertheless, we do know that people often punish 
those that wrong them,9 and that sometimes punishing wrongs is mandated 
by a social norm.

Note that the argument against an explanation of norm emergence in 
terms of functions does not require an example of a norm that has negative 
consequences, only of a norm that does not seem to serve any function. 
There are two types of norms that do not serve any function: those with 
negative consequences, of course, and also those that simply have no effect 
on people’s well-being. The argument that not all norms serve functions can 
be supported by an example of a norm of either of these two types – one 
with no effect on well-being, or one that has negative effects. Elster makes 
his point through the example of an outright destructive norm, one that has 
a negative rather than a neutral impact. A possible explanation for his choice 
of example is that because of its negative effects, the vendetta norm is such 
a striking example of a norm that does not seem to benefit those that comply 
with it.

It is also worth pointing out that there are two ways in which a norm can 
fail to have beneficial consequences. One, which I have stressed above, is 
that the norm is not an efficient solution to the problem it has emerged to 
solve. The failure thus consists in inefficiency. The other way in which a 
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norm can fail to be beneficial is that it has negative consequences. It is 
worth noting that a norm could, in principle, be an efficient solution to a 
problem, and yet have negative side effects. For example, a norm that for-
bids women to move unescorted in public is quite efficient in solving the 
problem of the risk for women of being raped by a stranger in a public place. 
But it does so at a cost that is so high that women are better off without the 
norm in question. Similarly, one could imagine a very inefficient norm that 
nevertheless does not do much damage. When Elster argues that the ven-
detta norm is an example that shows that norms do not serve functions, he 
seems to be alluding to both ways a norm can fail to be beneficial: his argu-
ment is that since there are instances of serious violence, the vendetta norm 
does not uphold the peace (a claim about inefficiency), and that these 
instances of serious violence are destructive (a claim about negative conse-
quences). My main claim in this article concerns the efficiency, or lack 
thereof, of norms, since this is the aspect of the lack of beneficial conse-
quences that is most obviously connected to the question of what role func-
tions play for the emergence of norms.

How could a defender of the explanatory importance of functions answer 
Elster? One option would be to argue that for each person, the vendetta 
norm serves the function of helping them to overcome time inconsistency. 
Since actually retaliating against an insult is costly, a rational agent would 
not follow through on any threats made to retaliate, were the insult made 
despite those threats. But since everyone would know this, no threats to 
retaliate would be credible. It might overall be better to be the kind of per-
son who is irrational enough to retaliate, and known to be so, since people 
would avoid provoking such a person (Frank, 1988). But how can a rational 
person become such a person? The honour system makes it possible: the 
norm to take revenge raises the cost of abstaining from retaliation, so that 
even rational agents will find it in their interests to retaliate, and the norm 
also makes it generally known that insults are typically revenged. The result 
is that fewer insults are made. However, Elster (1989) argues that this line 
of reasoning is mistaken. He points out that people with strong honour 
codes only benefit in environments in which most others do not comply 
with such codes: ‘Mafiosi seem to do better for themselves in the United 
States than in Sicily’ (p. 106). Therefore, when a majority complies with 
honour code norms, it is no longer beneficial to be the kind of person who 
takes revenge against anyone who insults them. Elster also argues that it is 
indeed characteristic of norms that they are complied with even when such 
compliance is not in the interest of the person who complies: we take 
revenge because of what was done to us, not because of some outcome we 
want to achieve. It is worth noting, though, as Hamlin (1991) does, that even 
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though having been wronged might be a necessary condition for taking 
revenge, it need not be a sufficient one. Indeed, Hamlin argues, if a social 
norm is defined partly through a system of approval and disapproval for 
relevant actions, taking revenge cannot be a social norm unless it is con-
nected to honour, because without the context of honour, we have no reason 
to approve or disapprove of others’ vengefulness (or lack thereof), unless it 
interferes with our own pursuits. Actions taken to protect one’s honour, on 
the other hand, are subject to approval and disapproval. However, actions 
performed to gain approval or avoid disapproval are actions performed for 
the sake of an outcome we want to achieve, not only because of what was 
done to us. Furthermore, Hamlin also points out that if we treat honour as a 
form of utility itself, taking revenge can be perfectly rational, and since the 
notion that people are partly motivated by concerns of honour is hardly an 
ad hoc assumption, interpreting revenge as attempts to restore or protect 
honour makes sense.

According to another account of norms with a negative or neutral effect 
on well-being, such norms are sustained because people mistakenly believe 
that everyone else, or almost everyone else, approve of the norm, even 
though in fact nobody or almost nobody does. Social norms are sustained by 
the kind of common attitudes that satisfy the conditions that (almost) every 
member of the group holds the attitude in question, believes that (almost) 
every other member of the group holds the attitude in question, believes that 
(almost) every other member of the group believes that (almost) every other 
member of the group holds the attitude, and so on (for slight variations in 
these conditions, see Lewis, 1969; List, 2014). But as Kuran (1995), Prentice 
and Miller (1996) and List (2014) have argued, if in fact nobody or almost 
nobody held the attitude in question, but the other conditions are satisfied 
(people believe that every or almost every other member holds the attitude, 
etc.), there can still be what Prentice and Miller refers to as pluralistic igno-
rance, where what List refers to as a falsely attributed common attitude can 
sustain a social norm, even if the norm is in fact deeply unpopular.

Furthermore, Posner’s account of norm compliance as signalling sug-
gests yet another possible explanation of norms that do not have positive 
effects; if norm compliance is simply a matter of signalling that one has a 
low discount rate for future benefits, then it does not matter whether the 
norm in question serves some other function. People with low discount rates 
will comply as long as compliance signals low discount rates. However, 
Druzin (2011, 2013), further developing Posner’s account, argues that 
norms that serve some (other) function than merely signalling will be salient 
forms of behaviour that allow for the kind of coordination around shared 
understandings of the symbolic meaning of behaviour that is necessary for 
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any form of behaviour to signal anything. Just as some trait can be co-opted 
to fulfil a(nother) function than it originally did during the evolution of a 
species, so a functional norm can be co-opted into serving as a signal.

However, I want to draw attention to another problem with Elster’s social 
norm of revenge example, namely that this norm does in fact serve a func-
tion: it upholds peace. Given the norm of revenge, peaceful interactions are 
indeed the Nash equilibrium; if everyone knows that everyone will retaliate, 
and with more force than the original offence, then everyone will abstain 
from being offensive. This, it has actually been suggested, is the explanation 
for why Southern United States has a culture of friendliness and politeness. 
Since the Southern culture includes the norm of revenge, you had better be 
nice for any unpleasantness will trigger serious retaliation. Given that all 
others play the strategy, ‘be nice if others are nice, take revenge if others 
insult you’, you had better do the same. The result is peace (Cohen et al., 
1996).

Elster argues that it is not clear that it is good that there are fewer quarrels 
in societies with honour codes than in societies without. The cost of sup-
pressing these quarrels may be too high. But notice that if Elster is right that 
the cost of preventing quarrels is higher than the cost such quarrels generate, 
this only means that we might be better off with the quarrels than we would 
were we to pay the cost of upholding peace. This does not mean that the 
norm of revenge does not serve the function of upholding peace.

However, we should be more specific about the peace that results from 
the revenge norm: there is peace until someone makes a mistake. Maybe 
they are drunk and fail to consider the consequences, maybe they think they 
will turn out to be stronger and tougher than the other (in fact, they might be 
right). Nash equilibria are, unfortunately, not necessarily robust, and a mis-
take can push play off the equilibrium path. When this happens, the nasty 
side of the norm is triggered. Given this, maybe a norm of revenge is not the 
best possible solution to the problem of how to ensure peaceful interactions, 
because it is a rather risky one. But the fact that a norm of revenge is not the 
best possible solution to the problem does not mean that it does not serve the 
function of upholding peace at all.

Elster’s mistake is thinking that serving a function is necessarily an all-
or-nothing affair. It is not. Pointing out that not all norms serve functions 
really efficiently is not enough to demonstrate that functions have nothing 
to do with the explanation of the emergence of these norms. Norms that 
serve functions can do so to different degrees: it may be that although they 
do serve the function to some extent, they do so rather inefficiently. In par-
ticular, they may not serve the function as well as an alternative norm would 
have done. There are lots of possible reasons why a given norm might not 



422 Rationality and Society 31(4)

be the most efficient possible solution to a problem even though being a 
solution to that problem is an essential feature of the norm in question (e.g. 
path dependency, collective action problems, lack of information). Elster 
thus drew a stronger conclusion than what was warranted by his example of 
vendetta norms: demonstrating that there are norms that do not serve func-
tions really efficiently does not prove that functions have nothing to do with 
the explanation of the emergence of these norms. Instead of speaking of a 
norm N serving – or not serving – a function F, we should therefore say that 
the norm N serves the function F for the individuals in group G at time ti to 
a degree D, which ranges from zero to one, inclusive.

However, it is worth noting that the problem remains of how to establish 
that a function F, served to some degree D by a norm N, explains why the 
norm N emerged. As Brennan et al. point out, unless we know the mecha-
nism through which a norm has emerged, and in particular, know that this 
mechanism was indeed selecting on the basis of the function in question, 
we cannot say that that function explains why the norm has emerged. The 
problem exists because as long as we accept functions that a given norm 
serves to some degree but not very efficiently, we can always find some 
function that the norm serves. Often we can find several (e.g. see the dis-
cussion below about etiquette rules). So how can we distinguish between 
cases in which a particular, given function explains why the norm emerged 
from cases in which the fact that the norm served that function to some 
degree was just a happy coincidence? Indeed, the literature on functions in 
biology have long acknowledged that sometimes a trait can have accidental 
benefits, without thereby having developed to generate those particular 
benefits (see, for example, Kincaid, 1990, and the distinction between an 
explanatory and a descriptive use of the term ‘function’ in Mitchell (1989)). 
Brennan et al. argue that when a norm serves a single function and does so 
really efficiently, it might be reasonable to assume that that function 
explains the emergence of the norm. However, when a norm does not serve 
any function very efficiently and/or serve more than one function to some 
degree, the major explanatory work is done by information about the 
mechanism: the function(s) might or might not be a coincidence (Brennan 
et al., 2013).

The importance of other norms

Consider again the norm of revenge that Elster argued did not serve a func-
tion, and in particular, what happens when behaviour has indeed been 
pushed away from the equilibrium position. In a society characterized by 
the vendetta norm, behaviour is likely to become increasingly violent, thus 
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pushing behaviour further and further away from the previous equilibrium 
state. However, if there were forces that instead push behaviour back 
towards the equilibrium state after a small deviation, peace would be quickly 
restored without the negative consequences of the vendetta norm. Other 
norms can be such a force. Consider the norm against causing a scene, 
which is quite strong in the United Kingdom, Sweden and many other coun-
tries. Brits and Swedes do get angry and may take violent revenge, but they 
would generally have suffered major and usually repeated offences before 
that would happen. There is obviously no vendetta norm in these societies, 
so we could say that their revenge norm was simply different. Although that 
is certainly correct, it also seems that the norm against causing a scene, 
which applies more generally than just to cases of potential revenge, is 
important for making the revenge norm in these societies what it is. The 
stability of the peace equilibrium affects the extent to which the norm suc-
ceeds in upholding peace, but that stability in turn depends partly on what 
other norms there are. But if the stability of a particular norm equilibrium, 
in the sense discussed here, depends partly on what other norms exist in the 
relevant community, then assessing whether, and if so to what extent, a 
given norm serves a function will have to take into account whether the 
norm is, indeed, perhaps the most efficient norm given these other norms. It 
is thus not possible to assess just the extent to which this norm serves its 
function, without taking into account how other norms affect the situation.10 
The argument is somewhat analogous to the argument in evolutionary biol-
ogy that even if a trait is an adaptation, it will be a local optimum, not neces-
sarily a global one: what traits an organism can develop depends crucially 
on what traits the organism already has. Similarly, what norm can serve a 
certain function depends crucially on what other norms already exist.

The point about the importance of the wider web of norms can be made 
more generally. The literature on rational reconstructions tends to treat 
norms as easily identifiable and separable ‘entities’, the functions of which 
can be determined independently of each other. But this is not how most 
norms work. Just as Sunstein (1997) remarks that it does not make sense to 
attempt to examine people’s interests as if they lived in a norm-free environ-
ment (ch 2), it makes little sense to examine a particular norm – to ask ques-
tions about why it has emerged, whether it serves a function and so on – as 
if it existed in an otherwise norm-free environment. Consider again the 
norm of revenge. It is embedded in a web of honour code norms. Therefore, 
it does not make sense to ask whether taking revenge serves a function, 
without also taking into account what behaviour these other norms require. 
The reason why it is important to take revenge against an insult is tied up 
with the importance given to protecting one’s honour in other types of 
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situations. As Cohen and Vandello write (1998) about the honour code 
related violence in the Southern United States,

[S]outhern violence is a product of a coherent, complete meaning system that 
defines the self, insults, honor, rituals for conflict, and the tools and methods-
occasionally including violence-that are to be used when order is disrupted. 
(p. 584)

In honour cultures, having a reputation for being an ‘honourable man’ is 
essential for being thought to be trustworthy and to have integrity and cour-
age, and notions of honour are built into the concept of masculinity. A real 
man responds to insults with violence, and to violence with more violence. 
The norm of revenge is just one norm surrounding the value of honour in 
these cultures. It is therefore a mistake to analyse the norm of revenge sepa-
rately. It is of course possible that some of these honour norms can be 
replaced with new norms, while the rest of the honour norms are left intact. 
But in other cases, the other honour norms severely constrain what norms 
are possible, so that the particular honour norm we are concerned with can-
not be easily replaced. This may very well be the case for the norm of 
revenge. Consider what would happen if the norms governing masculinity 
were different: if the appropriate way for a man to react to an insult was to 
ignore such childish displays of bad temper, it would be hard to see how 
there could be a norm of revenge that prescribed risky, violent retaliation. 
Since the norms about masculinity do not prescribe calm and indifference in 
the societies in question, but risky and violent behaviour, then it is similarly 
hard to see how there could not be a norm of revenge much like the one that 
Elster discusses. Therefore, we should recognize the possibility that 
although the norm of revenge has some negative consequences, we cannot 
rule out that it might still be the most efficient peace-keeping norm to have 
given the existence of this specific honour culture, since a different revenge 
norm would conflict with the rest of the honour norms and therefore be hard 
to sustain.

Elster indirectly acknowledges that the norm of revenge is but one norm 
in a package of honour norms: it is not clear, he claims, that there really is 
less violence in a society with a norm of revenge than in a state of nature, if 
we assume that in the latter, people are rational, because rational people 
would not harm each other ‘just to get even’, and honour codes generate 
fights because people want to show courage and ‘brinkmanship’. ‘The net 
effect’, he says, ‘is anybody’s guess’ (Elster, 1989: 112). ‘Getting even’ is 
obviously part of the norm of revenge itself. But the honour codes that gen-
erate fights for men to demonstrate their courage and masculinity are not 
parts of the norm of revenge. Rather, they are other honour norms, which 



Eriksson 425

happen to interact with the norm of revenge in a particularly destructive 
way.

Instead of assessing the degree D to which a particular norm N serves a 
function F for group G at time ti, then, we should assess the degree D to 
which a particular norm N serves a function F for the individuals in group 
G at time ti and in norm context NC.

The problem of multiple possible functions for a 
given norm

Finally, I want to draw attention to a related problem that arises from the 
ones already discussed. This is the problem that sometimes it is not even 
straightforward to identify which function, if any, that a given norm suppos-
edly serves. For example, consider the function of duelling norms. Ellickson 
(2001) claims that the old norm in the American South that gentlemen 
defend their honour by duelling served the function of maintaining solidar-
ity among the white elite as a defence against slave rebellions. This interpre-
tation is also found in Schwartz et al. (1984). To avoid slave rebellions, it 
was necessary to have – and uphold – a strong social norm against abusing 
one’s slaves ‘too much’. The argument is not spelled out in detail, but pre-
sumably, the thought is that if abuse went against an understanding of ‘hon-
ourable behaviour’, and honourable behaviour in general was maintained 
by duels, then duels served an important function because of the importance 
of avoiding abuse. Notice, however, that the duelling norm is considered as 
part of and embedded within a web of honour code norms. It is this web of 
honour code norms that serves the function of suppressing ‘excessive’ abuse 
of slaves. However, in contrast, Cohen and Vandello (1998) argue that the 
honour culture stems from the historical origins of herding societies: the 
South, and later also the West, of the United States were originally herding 
societies, where people lived far apart, law enforcement was scarce and 
unreliable, and cattle could easily be taken: it was therefore important to 
establish a reputation for being someone you did not want to ‘mess with’. 
Presumably, there are ways to settle the disagreement about the origins of 
the honour culture and the associated duelling norm in the Southern United 
States. But it is obviously not easy, and part of the problem is that the func-
tion we ascribe to the duelling norm is dependent on the function we ascribe 
to the honour culture of which it was a part.

In other cases, it is even more difficult to assess which function, if any, is 
actually being served. Consider, for example, the case of etiquette rules. It 
would be absurd to argue that some important general welfare goal is served 
by people chewing with their mouths closed. However, keeping your mouth 
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closed when chewing is in many groups a social norm. Presumably, the 
explanation for this norm is tied to the explanation for etiquette rules in gen-
eral. However, it is not clear which function, if any, that etiquette rules serve, 
and thus not clear which function, if any, that is served by the norm to chew 
with your mouth closed. The explanations of etiquette rules in terms of func-
tions have included that etiquette rules are the upper class way of creating 
group identity, that etiquette rules help identify who belongs and who is an 
‘upstart’ (Bourdieu, 1979), that they allow us to signal that we are ‘good 
types’ who respect rules (Posner, 2000), that etiquette rules allow us to signal 
general respect for norms (in virtue of the fact that they seem to have no 
other function?) and that they allow us to practice norm compliance and 
sanctioning (Young, 2008). But which one is the function, and how do we 
tell? Or does the norm serve several functions at the same time, all of which 
were important for its emergence? Notice also that what function a norm N 
serves can change over time, so that even if we can pinpoint which function 
the norm serves now, another function might explain why it emerged.

To sum up: if we suppose that it is straightforward to identify for whom 
– and when – a norm supposedly serves a function, that norms either serve 
functions very efficiently or not at all, and so on, it seems it would be 
straightforward also to determine which function the norm in question 
serves. But if we recognize that it can be difficult to assess for whom a norm 
serves or served a function, that norms can serve functions to different 
degrees, and that judgements about efficiency often involves judgements 
about the existence of and fit with other norms, we should not expect the 
result to always be a clear identification of a (single) function that is being 
served by the norm in question.

Conclusion

The debate about whether norm emergence can be explained in terms of 
functions that norms serve tends to be too simplistic on both sides. It is 
either assumed that functions play a clear and large role in explaining norm 
emergence, or that they do not play a role at all. That assumption is in turn 
based on three other assumptions: the assumptions about Meaning, 
Assessment and Efficiency. A few stereotypical cases, in which it really is 
quite clear and straightforward, and in which the norm in question either 
serves its supposed function efficiently, or not at all, are taken to be repre-
sentative of the great majority of cases. But in fact, in most cases, things are 
not so clear, and if we are going to develop better theories of norm emer-
gence we need to recognize factors that complicate the relationship between 
functions and explanations of norm emergence. In this article, I have drawn 



Eriksson 427

attention to some such factors. I have argued that claims about functions 
need to include a more sophisticated analysis of for whom the norms are 
supposedly functional, and when norms are supposed to be so, and that it is 
a mistake to think that norms either serve functions very efficiently or not at 
all. When we make claims about the efficiency of a norm, we should also 
consider not just the norm in isolation, but also take into account other 
norms to which it is connected in various ways. Finally, partly as a result of 
these issues, it is also sometimes unclear which function a particular norm 
supposedly serves. Rather than speaking of norms that serve functions, we 
should therefore speak of norms that serve/served a function F for the indi-
viduals in group G at time ti to degree D in norm context NC.

Against this background, we could then ask even further questions. For 
example, if a norm emerges because of a demand for it (i.e. because it serves 
some function), how can we establish whose demand was the relevant 
demand that contributed to the emergence of the norm and when it did so? 
And what factors can affect whether a norm continues to exist even when a 
previous demand for it has long since disappeared, that is, when the norm 
emerged because it served a function at that time, but persists for other rea-
sons? It is also possible that a norm that emerged for reasons that had nothing 
to do with functions, persists because once the norm existed, it came to serve 
a function.11 Since emergence and persistence can be caused by different fac-
tors, studying a norm’s function (or lack thereof) at the present time might be 
an unreliable method for learning about the reasons for its emergence.

Furthermore, we should ask questions not only about the degree to which 
a norm serves a function but also about how the explanatory relationship 
between functions and norm emergence is affected if the norm in question 
serves a function but not very efficiently. If a number of different norms all 
would serve a particular function to some extent, we should ask questions 
about why we have one rather than the other. For example, both the vendetta 
norm and the norm that requires insults to be ignored as childish outbursts 
of temper serve the function of upholding peace. But why do some cultures 
have one norm and other cultures the other?

And for a final example, when we recognize that the particular norm we 
are interested in is embedded in a web of other norms, it becomes clear that 
we need to ask to what extent a different norm would have been possible 
given this wider web of norms.

Some of the issues raised above regarding the difficulty of inferring 
from an outcome what the intended goal was, to establish a causal link 
between intentions and outcome, apply not only at the level of groups, but 
also at the individual level. When an individual acts in a way that happens 
to result in an outcome that is quite optimal given what we know or assume 
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about the individual’s goals, the rationality assumption leads us to the 
claim that the individual in question acted to achieve that outcome. But 
when the outcome only relates to those goals in some rather minimal way, 
we hesitate to make such claims. Indeed, it is difficult to know whether we 
were wrong about the individual’s goals, about the circumstances that 
affected her options or simply about her level of rationality. But the step 
from individual rationality to group rationality – such as the claim that 
social norms serve a particular function – complicates such inferences even 
more. And that should not be surprising. After all, rational reconstructions 
of norms are built on the notion of individual rationality, not necessarily of 
group rationality, and a commitment to the first does not imply a commit-
ment to the latter.12
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Notes

 1. From now on, I will for the sake of brevity use the expression ‘norm’ instead of 
‘social norm’. See the beginning of the section ‘Rational reconstructions’ for a 
characterization of social norms.

 2. Kincaid mainly discusses persistence rather than emergence, but his argument 
applies to emergence as well.

 3. For example, see Bicchieri (2006). The account outlined here is sufficiently 
detailed for my purposes. Furthermore, I also set aside the problem about how 
to distinguish social norms from, say, moral norms.

 4. Note that one could give a rational reconstruction explanation of why a norm 
persists, without thereby claiming that the function alluded to explains why 
the norm emerged. Maybe some of the problems I will raise for rational recon-
structions of norm emergence would not arise – or at least not to such an extent 
– for rational reconstructions of norm persistence. But the view I am discussing 
concerns norm emergence, not norm persistence.

https://orcid.org/0000-0003-3205-6239


Eriksson 429

 5. The literature on norms, including the duelling norm, often does not distinguish 
between explanations of norm emergence and norm persistence.

 6. For one example, see Voss (2001: 118) on individual differences in discount 
rates.

 7. Just as institutions in general do; for a recent discussion of path dependency of 
formal and informal institutions, see Lecours (2005).

 8. The problem is similar to that facing those who try to explain a current trait 
of a species as a genetic adaptation. To prove that a trait emerged because it 
increased reproductive success, we would have to prove that the trait did, in 
fact, increase reproductive success at the time of the trait’s emergence. It is not 
enough that it increases reproductive success now (although having a positive 
effect on reproductive success now might explain why the trait persists). See 
also Kincaid (1990).

 9. There is a large literature on people’s tendency to punish wrong doers (see, for 
example, Fehr and Gächter, 2002). The tendency to punish seems to be general, 
but the extent of punishment varies culturally (see Henrich et al., 2006).

10. The claim is similar to the claim in biology that what traits will increase repro-
ductive success depends partly on what other traits that individual already has. 
We may therefore achieve local, but not necessarily global, optimal states: 
reach our greatest potential reproductive fitness given what we are, rather than 
reach the greatest reproductive fitness that someone who was not like us could 
reach.

11. For a discussion of various ways in which the causal link between functions 
and persistence (and some of these apply to emergence as well) can be struc-
tured, see Kincaid (1990).

12. I am grateful to an anonymous reviewer for raising this point.
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