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Session 1 — Evidential practices

Rosa W. Runhardt — A new theory of evidential pluralism in social sciences

This paper applies the increasingly popular theory of evidential pluralism to 

causal inference in the social sciences. Evidential pluralism arose because each 

singular theory of causation has its scope limitations and seeming paradoxes. In the 

frst part of the paper, I argue that there are contexts in social science where the  

standard view of evidential pluralism would lead us to accept mutually contradictory 

methodologies; evidential pluralism therefore seems logically incoherent. In the 

second part, I present a refned theory of evidential pluralism that solves this issue

My paper focuses on process tracing, a method common in political science. 

This method is an attempt to identify and verify the observable implications of a 

putative causal mechanism in one particular case study. The methodological details 

of process tracing are radically diferent depending on one’s theory of causation. I 

will argue that in this context, accepting evidential pluralism would lead to logically 

incoherent advice.

In a 2016 symposium in the American Political Science Association’s Qualitative 

and Multi-Method Research Newsletter, several philosophers answered the 

following questions: “How should we conceptualize causal mechanisms for the 

purposes of empirical social inquiry? How, given this conceptualization, should we 

undertake process tracing as an approach to causal inference?” (Jacobs 2016: 13). 

One such view of causal inference in process tracing is based on the mechanist 

philosophy of Machamer, Darden, and Craver (cf. Machamer, Darden, and Craver 

2000), and was defended in the newsletter by Derek Beach (2016). Beach proposes 

a ‘systems view’ of causal mechanisms, i.e. to see mechanisms as a set of entities 

engaging in activities, where causal force is transmitted from one entity to another. 

Political scientists were therefore urged to seek ‘thick’ observations of causation 

(i.e. observations where one does not only observe two contiguous events but also 

directly observes that there is a relation between them) and state exactly “how each 

activity transmits causal force from one entity to another” (Jacobs 2016: 13). This 

view is “more concerned with what actually took place in the empirical record” 

(Beach 2016: 19). 

In the newsletter, Rosa Runhardt defended an alternative, counterfactual view of 

causal inference in process tracing (Runhardt 2016), the so-called ‘interventionist 

view’. For the interventionist, a mechanism is a chain of intervening variables, each 

of which is in a counterfactual relation with the next. This view is based on James 

Woodward’s manipulability philosophy of causation (cf. Woodward 2003; Runhardt 

2014). The interventionist view claims one can only make ‘thin’ observations (i.e. 

merely seeing two contiguous events without observing their putative causal 

relation). We must search for evidence of counterfactuals, e.g. of what would have 

happened if the putative cause had not occurred, in other case studies.

In sum, the ‘interventionist view’ is a counterfactual theory which claims one 

cannot observe causation in single cases. The ‘systems view’, on the other hand, 

claims that single case observations are the only trustworthy source of causal 

evidence. In fact, Beach explicitly warns against collecting evidence for 

counterfactuals, thinking such evidence is misleading at best. The standard view of 



evidential pluralism says that evidence of a variety of kinds can strengthen our 

causal belief. For process tracing, we may take this to imply that although 

philosophers do not agree on what constitutes good evidence, we can take the 

evidence advised by both the interventionist and systems view and jointly use these 

pieces of evidence to inform our belief in the purported causal mechanism. 

However, this advice would be logically incoherent. What to do?

The answer to this question forms the second part of my paper. I discuss that 

while one might be tempted to reject evidential pluralism, by arguing only one of the 

systems view and interventionist view ‘gets’ evidence for causal relations in general 

‘right’, this answer would ignore the motivation that led philosophers to argue for 

evidential pluralism in the frst place. There are counterexamples both to a view of 

causation in terms of entities and activities and to interventionism, and there is no 

reason to believe the process tracing would be an exception to these issues. As 

such, there is no a priori reason to prefer, say, a system’s view over an 

interventionist view as each has its own limitations.

I fnish the paper with my own answer. I argue that a pragmatic adaptation to 

standard evidential pluralism is more convincing: instead of saying that each causal 

analysis benefts from difering sources of evidence, we should say that every 

individual causal analysis potentially benefts from a diferent source of evidence. 

Using a process tracing case study (Tannenwald 1999), I show that a scientist’s 

aims and research question will help us choose the appropriate singular evidential 

theory. I show that in the Tannenwald example, a study of the United States’ non-

use of nuclear weapons, a search for what would have happened if the putative 

cause had been diferent (as per the interventionist view) fts with the author’s 

overarching aims. It is more appropriate than an investigation of the US case alone, 

as the system’s view would propose. Yet, I argue, in other case studies, the situation 

might be reversed, and the system’s view more appropriate.
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Olesya Bondarenko — "Drinking From the Firehose of New Data": Epistemic 
Uses of Genomic Tools in the Social Sciences

Genomics has rapidly acquired the features of Big Science, with international 

consortia collating already large datasets and investing multidisciplinary efort in the 

study of complex phenomena, including those traditionally understood as being in 

the domain of social science (e.g. intergenerational social mobility or educational 

attainment). Such genomic (or, as they have been aptly characterised, 

sociogenomic) projects feature an increasing presence of social scientists, which 

marks an important turn in the history of attempts to integrate biological and social 

inquiry. Recently, a number of these scientists, including Freese (2018) and Liu et al. 

(2019) have argued that there is something epistemically valuable that social science 

can secure by participating in genomic research and utilising both its data-collecting 

capacities (“drinking from the frehose of new data” as Conley and Fletcher (2017) 

have put it) as well as new genomic tools, such as the polygenic scores. The 

expected epistemic gains from engaging with genomics include 1) explaining 

variation in behavioural outcomes that cannot be accounted for by variation in the 

social environment (e.g. social mobility diferences among siblings); 2) increasing the 

efectiveness of the already existing policies aimed at improving those outcomes; 

and, perhaps most intriguingly, 3) using the newly obtained genomic information to 

understand the mechanisms of socio-environmental infuence on the outcomes of 

interest. 

In this paper, I focus primarily on the last of these claims and examine whether 

the epistemic resources that genomics can ofer are likely to yield any real beneft 

for social scientists in terms of unravelling the mechanisms of socio-environmental 

infuence. Freese (2018) has suggested that the polygenic scores which are 

becoming a very common tool in genomics may be of particular use here; these 

scores are meant to capture multiple small genetic efects on an outcome of  

interest, such as educational attainment. According to Freese, the polygenic scores 

could help us work out the endophenotypic characteristics that interact with 

environmental factors: as he has put it, we can “reverse-engineer” from the genomic 

scores to such characteristics and, ultimately, to the environmental mechanisms 

themselves. I argue that a stronger form of this strategy (which amounts to ignoring 

the already available knowledge about social environments and relying on a “clean 

slate” approach to unravel what the mechanisms of environmental infuence are in a 

bottom-up manner) is unlikely to be epistemically productive for several reasons. 

The frst reason is that there is limited scientifc knowledge about the 

endophenotypic traits associated with specifc genes, often making it impossible to 

leverage such knowledge to gain insight into the environment. As Longino (2013) 

has remarked, “molecular genetics has revealed the complexity of genomic 

processes, thus increasing our understanding of subcellular biology, but that 

sophistication is not yet matched by comparable progress in understanding their 

connection to processes at higher levels of organization” (p. 61). Additionally, even if 

we gain a solid understanding of the endophenotypes associated with particular 

genotypes, this may still underdetermine what can be said about the mechanisms of 

environmental infuence. For instance, if it turns out that a genetic variant discovered 



through genome-wide studies is linked to a specifc psychological profle (e.g. lack 

of remorse) and that profle helps individuals to get ahead in a particular social 

system, this still does not explain what features of the system are responsible for 

this efect. It is therefore highly likely that we would eventually need to rely on the 

existing theory in the social sciences anyway, which defeats the very idea of having 

a “clean slate” approach.

However, having argued that, I proceed to show that a weaker and more 

plausible strategy of epistemic exchange between social science and genomics 

could indeed succeed and bring epistemic benefts to all those involved in the 

sociogenomics project. This strategy should rely on a back-and-forth interaction 

between genomic insights, knowledge about endophenotypes, and the already 

existing understanding of social environments. Here, I take inspiration from Craver 

(2006) who has argued that explaining multilevel mechanisms in neuroscience 

requires what he refers to as the “mosaic unity” between diferent neuroscientifc 

felds. I argue that a similar approach is appropriate and useful in the case of 

sociogenomics that seeks to elucidate multilevel mechanistic pathways leading to 

the outcomes of interest. 
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Session 2 - Psychological Mechanisms

Annalisa Costella — A choice pump for adaptive preferences

Adaptive preferences are problematic. Most philosophy scholars agree on this 

(Elster, 1983; Bovens, 1992; Colburn, 2011). They are problematic for preference-

satisfaction theories of well-being (Terlazzo, 2016, 2017), theories of rational choice 

(Sandven 1999a,1999b), moral and political theories - especially utilitarianism - 

(Elster, 1983), and (theories of) freedom (Berlin, 1969). There is no consensus, 

however, on what makes them problematic and why this is the case. Even worse,  

both among diferent philosophical literatures and within them, there is no shared 



understanding of what adaptive preferences are (Baber, 2007; Hill, 2009; Terlazzo, 

2017; Dorsey, 2017). Here, I concentrate on the relationship between freedom and 

adaptive preferences. Philosophical discussions on the topic have focused either on 

how adaptive preferences pose problems for diferent accounts of freedom (see 

Berlin, 1969; Elster, 1983) or on how the lack of relevant opportunities infuence the 

formation of adaptive preferences (see, for instance, Nussbaum, 2001; Sen, 1985). 

There is no mention of how constraints on the choices that an agent has, and the 

subsequent formation of adaptive preferences, can infuence her evaluation of the 

value of choice itself. In this article, I fll this lacuna.

I argue that the impact of adaptive preferences on an individual’s evaluation of 

choice can be better understood by taking into account her preferences over refned 

options (options defned by the set they are chosen from). These capture how an 

individual ranks choosing the same option from diferent sets. An individual values 

making a substantive choice if she values choosing her preferred option from a set 

that is both instrumentally valuable (i.e. it enables the individual to satisfy her 

preferences) and symbolically valuable (i.e. by providing choice, it treats the 

individual as cognitively capable to choose) (Scanlon, 1998). In slightly more formal 

terms, an individual values making a substantive choice if she weakly prefers 

choosing the same option from larger sets rather than from strict subsets of those 

sets.

Adaptation is problematic when constraints on choice, which erode the symbolic 

(but not necessarily the instrumental) value of a set of choices, also afect a person’s 

preference for making a substantive choice (i.e. choosing from a larger set). This 

happens when she adapts her refned preferences by preferring to choose her 

preferred option from progressively smaller sets (i.e. sets that are strict subsets of 

the initial set), which are increasingly less symbolically valuable. Adapting refned 

preferences in this way, I argue, makes a person vulnerable to a “choice-pump”. A  

person is choice-pumped when she ends up preferring to choose her optimal option 

from a singleton. This is problematic since she comes to prefer to make a choice 

instantiated on a set that has no symbolic value. A choice-pump induces a person 

to adapt her preferences in such a way that she gradually downplays the value of 

making a substantive choice until she prefers to avoid choosing altogether. The 

result of the adaptation is that she prefers merely picking her preferred option (i.e. 

choosing from a singleton). Hence, by describing adaptation as adaptation of 

preferences over refned options, rather than preferences only, it is possible to 

capture how adaptive preferences can afect an individual’s evaluation of choice 

and what makes i t problemat ic: vulnerabi l i ty to a choice pump. 
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Session 1 — Economics

Edoardo Peruzzi — Models and Theories in Economics

One of the typical puzzles of the methodology of economics is the following: 

how is it possible to learn from models that incorporate highly unrealistic 

assumptions? This question brings with it other fascinating issues about economic 

models. What is the logical structure of models? What kind of assumptions are 

made in models? Is there a specifc practice of modelling that can be distinguished 

from that of theory-building? What does it mean for a model to be autonomous from 

the world and from the theory?

Philosophers and economists have addressed these issues following diferent 

strategies and they have contributed to create a large scientifc literature about 

these topics. The debate concerning the nature of economic models has produced 

two main philosophical accounts: the isolating view and the credible-worlds view. 

The advocates of the isolating view, such as Mäki [1992, 1994, 2009] and Cartwright 

[2009], argue that economic models are tools which are used to isolate the causal 

mechanism that generates a real-world social phenomenon. In contrast, the 

proponents of the credible-worlds view such as Sugden [2000, 2009] maintain that 

economic models describe parallel worlds and that the passage from the model-

world to the real-world is supported by non-deductive inferences. Unfortunately, it is 

well-known that the two accounts have several limits regarding both the adequacy 

to real economic practices and the clarifcation of the logical structure of model 

(see, for example, Alexandrova and Northcott [2013]). These limits, together with the 

empirical turn that have taken place in many areas of economics, have led to a 

rather sceptical view toward the usefulness of theoretical models for the purposes 

of economics (see, for example, the words of the Nobel Prize winner Dufo [2017]).

This paper defends a third way of understanding theoretical models, the so-

called modal view. The modal view has been proposed for the frst time by 

Rappaport [1986, 1989, 1998] and has been broadly ignored in the recent literature 

on economic models. Although the Rappaport's proposal alone is certainly 

insufcient and has clear weaknesses, I believe that the modal view has interesting 

features that have not been adequately considered in the subsequent literature. 

The central point of the modal view is the distinction between the theoretical 

model and the multiple applications that can be generated from it. Roughly 

speaking, I construe a theoretical model as a set of assumptions and defnitions that 

describe the behaviour of hypothetical entities. The entities of a theoretical model 

are hypothetical to the extent that they would exist if the conditions expressed by 

the model were realized in the real world. Instead, an applied model consists in an 

interpretation of some variables and general terms of a theoretical model in terms of 

a real-world situation. Let us clarify through an example. The model of consumer 

under certainty is a theoretical model that does not make any true or false 

assertions about real consumers. The consumer described in the model and the 



goods and prices from which she chooses are hypothetical entities. This theoretical 

model can be applied to a real consumer through the interpretation of general terms 

and variables in terms of a real consumer Adam Brown who has to decide how to 

allocate his income equal to £1000 choosing from all the possible combination of 

consumption bundles composed of two goods (pears and apples) whose cost is 

respectively £1 and £2.5. For the assertions of an applied model are true or false in 

relation to a specifc world situation, the applied model is empirically testable.

F o l l o w i n g t h e r e a s o n i n g w e o b t a i n t h r e e f u n d a m e n t a l p o i n t s :

1) There is no way to test the theoretical model itself but only its application to a specifc  

situation;

2 ) O n e c a n n o t f a l s i f y t h e t h e o r e t i c a l m o d e l ;

3) Negative results provide clues about the limits of the theoretical tools that have been  

used.

In the paper I show that the distinction between theoretical and applied model is 

fruitful for the philosophical study of economic models. Indeed, the distinction 

between theoretical models and applied models enable us to account for the fact 

that models are the product of a specifc practice of modelling that often aims at  

conceptual exploration (see Grüne-Yanof [2009], Aydinonat [2018], Aydinonat and 

Köksal [2019]). Furthermore, I maintain that by distinguishing between theoretical 

and applied models, one can shed light on the question of the autonomy of models 

from the world and theory and on the relationship between models and theories. It 

is worth noting that the importance of a distinction between theoretical and applied 

models has been underlined by several prominent economists such as Wald [1951], 

Koopmans [1957] and Gibbard and Varian [1978]. Nevertheless, this distinction is 

largely ignored or not clearly expressed in contemporary literature on economic 

models.

Let us now move to the structure of the paper. In the frst section I shall present 

the modal view of scientifc models proposed by Rappaport and I shall evaluate its 

features. In section 2 and 3, I shall try to go beyond Rappaport's

research into some specifc aspects of the modal view in relation to some recent 

philosophical literature on economic models. The section 4 concludes the paper by 

summarizing our central claims and discussing the generalizability of our account.
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Måns Abrahamson — Preference laundering and preference purifcation: A 
review of ends and means related fltering in welfare economics

What can be considered the consensus view in behavioural welfare economics 

is based on ‘preference purifcation’. Works ranging from liberal paternalism (Thaler 

& Sunstein 2008), to non-standard choice-theoretic frameworks (Bernheim & Rangel 

2007, 2009; Salant & Rubinstein 2008), to attempts to quantitatively correct for 

people’s biases in decisions under risk and uncertainty (Bleichrodt, Pinto & Wakker 

2001; Li, Li & Wakker 2014), all rest on the idea of satisfying people’s ‘true’ or 

‘latent’ preferences, as opposed to their revealed preferences. These ‘true’ or  

‘latent’ preferences are, in turn, reconstructed by “simulating what [people] would 

have chosen, had they not been subject to reasoning imperfections”; constituting 

the preference purifcation approach (Infante, Lecouteux & Sugden 2016:6). 

In the current debate surrounding the validity of this approach and the use of 

‘true’ or ‘latent’ preferences as normative criteria for welfare assessment and policy 

making, there is however a tendency to confate ‘preference purifcation’ with 

‘preference laundering’. Hausman (2019:2), for example, equates “’purifed’ or 

‘laundered’ preferences”, while Dold and Schubert (2018) use preference laundering 

to describe the process Sugden (2018) attributes to preference purifcation. This 

entanglement of the two terms is problematic, or so I will argue in this talk. After 

reviewing the historical diferences in how preference purifcation and laundering 

respectively have been targeting distinct problems stemming from diferent 

literatures, I will argue that the two concepts ought to be kept apart also in current 

debates surrounding (behavioural) welfare economics. 

Historically, the two concepts have aimed to solve distinct problems. Preference 



laundering was coined by Goodin (1986) in a response to Sen’s and Dworkin’s 

challenges for welfarism. Sen (1979) argued that preference satisfaction constitutes 

a poor informational basis for welfare assessments as it does not discriminate 

between diferent sources of welfare. This enables malicious, envious, or other anti-

social preferences to form an integral part of social welfare judgements, with 

problematic implications for policy making. Relatedly, Dworkin (1978) argued that 

welfare assessments based on ‘external preferences’ (that is, preferences primarily 

concerned with the welfare of others), are problematic due to double-counting of 

some groups interests, leading to failure of treating everyone as equals. Goodin’s 

(1986) solution to this was to broaden the conception of utility to include not only 

what people want, but also why they want what they want, and other wants people 

have. By doing this, Goodin argued that there are reasons, internal to people’s own 

preference orderings, that justify excluding some of their preferences from being 

considered in collective choices. Put diferently, Goodin argued for preference 

laundering, understood as an ‘input flter’ on the social decision function that “work 

by refusing to count certain classes of desires and preferences when aggregating 

individual utilities” (78). 

As noted earlier, preference purifcation shares the same method of excluding 

certain classes of preferences for the beneft of preference that satisfy certain 

criteria. These criteria are, however, diferent in light of the distinct problems the two 

approaches aim to solve. Preference laundering is concerned with problems 

stemming from other-regarding preferences, both social and anti-social. The 

approach is, therefore, concerned with the content of people’s preferences or, put 

diferently, people’s ends. Preference purifcation, on the other hand, is concerned 

with the means people choose for satisfying given ends. The problem preference 

purifcation is trying to solve is how to justify using preferences as normative criteria 

given the abundance of experimental and feld evidence recording behavioural 

anomalies suggesting that people do not always prefer what is in their best interests 

(DellaVigna 2009), due to a number of biases and framing efects (Tversky & 

Kahneman 1974; 1981). Indeed, the underlying concern is that people sufer from 

lack of attention, incomplete information, faulty reasoning, and self-control 

problems, that hinder them from efciently satisfying their ends (Thaler & Sunstein 

2008). No matter what those ends may be. 

I mean that this distinction between ends- and means-related fltering, 

associated with preference laundering and purifcation respectively, is valuable and 

should be clarifed in the current (behavioural) welfare economic debate. Beyond 

terminological confusion in parts of the debate, there is also an inclination to 

sometimes blend ends- and means-related concerns under them same fltering 

approach. For example, Hausman and McPherson (2009:11) are concerned with 

laundering preferences for both reasons of “ignorance or cognitive defects” and 

“concern to beneft or harm others”, refected in people’s preferences. This may not 

be problematic, but the fltering associated with ends- and means-related concerns 

respectively require diferent justifcations with diferent scope. One the one hand, 

since preferences may be problematic for ends-related reasons even after being 

appropriated fltered from a means-related perspective, or vice versa. On the other 

hand, since ends-related fltering is much more controversial in light of the 

commonly held belief that the state should be neutral to diferent conceptions of the 

good life. In this talk, I will further explore the distinct development of preference 

laundering and purifcation, and the beneft of continuing to keep the two 

approaches apart.
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Session 2 - Metaphysics

Emma Tiefenchach - The metaphysics of giving

What is giving? What is going on when Julie gives her bike to Paul, instead of 

selling it to him (on the metaphysics of economic exchanges, see Massin, 

Tiefenbach 2017)? An all too familiar act, the choice to give one’s good to someone 

else (aka “gifting”, “gift-giving”, “philanthropic act”, or “charity act”) is recognized as 

something of an embarrassment to conventional economics. Indeed, why would 

utility maximisers choose to forgo what they own, when they could avoid doing so? 

In recent decades, however, economists have displayed ingenuity to accommodate 

the act of giving within utility maximizing theory. In this talk, I show that none of 

these attempts entirely succeed. I also indicate how second-order preferences, i.e.  

preferences for preferring to give, could help deal with some of the intricacies of the 

act of giving.

The talk is divided into four parts. A defnition of giving is ofered in part I. Giving, 

I submit, consists in the transfer of a good x from its initial owner A to a recipient B, 

motivated by A’s preference for having her x thus transferred to B. Although sketchy, 

this defnition has the advantages of (i) picking out a distinctive feature of giving, in 

terms of a transfer, further qualifed as voluntary (as opposed to taxation) and 

unilateral (as opposed to economic exchanges), (ii) unifying disparate instances of 

giving —such as alms, organ donations, philanthropic donations, friendly gifts— 

under one single concept (iii) not being restricting to cases where the donors, being 

altruistic, cares about the well-being of the recipients of its gift. While it is possible 

that Julie prefers to give her bike to Paul because she sees her gift as making a 

diference to Paul’s happiness, Julie could as well be motivated by, say, the desire  

to get rid of something cumbersome, or a malicious desire to embarrass Paul, who 

never learned how to ride a bike. (iv) sorting out giving from cognate notions, such 

as transmitting, granting, providing, supplying or sharing. (v) casting light on the 

metaphysical confusion that underlies some of the ordinary uses of the term. In 

spite of what is commonly said, neither one’s attention, nor one’s time, nor one’s 

knowledge can be really given to anyone. 

In part two, I explain why the economic notion of preferences, being tailored to 

acts of consumption, is ill-suited for motivating the choice to give. I frst retrieve the 

following three common, even if tacit, assumptions about how utility accrues to 

agents from the way preferences are widely invoked (and theorized) in economics. 

Firstly, economic preferences are self-centered, utility accruing to agents upon her 

act of consumption, which rules out cases of preferring that others be the ones who 

consume or make use of the good. Second, economic preferences are outcome-

oriented, targeting the goods to be ultimately consumed. This is because utility 

accrues to agents upon consuming (using/owning/possessing) goods, which rules 

out deriving utility from the process by which good are added to one’s set of owned 

goods. Thirdly, economic preferences are acquisitive, ranking the accumulation of 

goods above the statu quo. The assumption is that, at equal cost, one prefers 

getting n+1 unit of goods over remaining with n unit of that goods, up to the point 

where an additional unit of the good brings no further utility. Preferences, so 



defned, cannot have as their content the transfer of one’s good to someone else. 

In part three, I critically review two recent attempts to revise the economic notion of 

preferences in view of reconciling utility maximizing and the choice to give.

One strategy, known a “pure altruism” (Schwartz, 1979; Becker 1974; Collard, 

1978, chapter 10), is to enlarge the content of donors’ preferences so that they 

include the recipient of the transfer. As a departure from the self-centered 

assumption, other-centered preferences are now assumed, so that donors care not 

just about what they have, but also what others have. The proposal has been 

refuted on account of predicting, wrongly, that no one will ever give anything. This is 

because donors, being indiferent with respect to who gives, as long as someone 

gives, will free-ride on others’ act of giving (Andreoni 1989). 

A second strategy, known as “impure altruism”, is to deviate from the 

assumption that preferences are outcome-oriented. The assumption is that the very 

act of giving, independently from its outcome, enters directly into the donor’s utility 

functions (Arrow 1972, Andreoni 1990). Giving, it is claimed, carry its own reward, 

being the sort of activity (like pure play) that can be undertaken for its own sake.  

Although very infuential, this theory can be rejected for presupposing that a donor 

may value the act of giving in itself, that is, regardless of whether his good has 

actually been transferred to its recipient, or not. The situation is not only empirically 

implausible. It is also conceptually inconsistent, being at odd with the defnition of 

giving ofered in part I.

In part four, I show that giving is more subtly explained, even if only partially so, 

if we call for the notion of second-order preference (Frankfurt 1971). Introducing a 

meta-preference for having a preference to give, I argue, is a helpful gloss on a 

variety of cases, discussed in the literature, among which: 

• Cases of “grudging donations”, ranked very lowly in Maimonides’s ladder of charity  

(1170/1180), in which having his two kinds of preferences conficting, the donor gives at  

the cost of having to supress a frst-order impulse to keep his good for himself.

• The case, discussed Kelly Sorensen (2010) of Janette who donates 100.- to UNICEF,  

and who deserves moral credit for giving efortlessly, that is, without feeling any 

temptation to spend the money on herself. If Janette is at peace with herself, it is 

because, I suggest, her preference for giving coincide with her preference, gives  

efortlessly, 

• Cases, referred to as “the purchase of moral satisfaction” by Alfred Kahneman and 

Knetsh (1992), where donors, in prey of moral self-indulgence, are moved by a meta-

preference for being the kind of person who transfers their money for charity (Williams 

1982). 
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Philippe De Brabanter and Bruno Leclercq — Empirical investigation of 
indexical externalism about “social-kind” terms

Are there “social kinds” the way there are “natural kinds”? Are social sciences 

likely to hit upon “essences” the way natural sciences (seem to) do? Or are all social 

phenomena purely theoretical constructs? 

Questions about whether there are natural kinds, what exactly they are and 

which kinds of phenomena they cover have been the object of heated 

epistemological and metaphysical debates (e.g. Schwarz 1983).

We think the issues can be clarifed within the limits of the philosophy of 

language: by looking into what ranges of general terms are perceived by speakers 

as rigid designators of natural kinds. The frst step to take is to ground the various 

kinds of semantic externalism in distinct brands of semantic deference. This we 

defne as speakers’ being disposed to use words in line with the norms of their 

linguistic community and as consenting to being corrected when it is manifest that 

their use and understanding of a word does not match common practice (and 

caused the falsity of some of their previous statements, which they are 

retrospectively willing to acknowledge). When those dispositions are present, 

speakers defer semantically to something beyond themselves. Our focus is on 

spotting the words for which speakers would defer not (just) to the current usage of 

the word in the linguistic community, nor to the current experts of the feld to which 

the word pertains, but ultimately to the very nature of the referent of the term. When 

speakers’ deference conforms to that pattern, we argue, that is evidence that 

indexical externalism (à la Kripke or Putnam) provides the right metasemantic 

account of how the meaning of the word is determined; the word is treated like a 

natural-kind term.

But how can patterns of deference be measured? In an ongoing survey, which 

shows a kinship with work by Braisby et al. (1996), Jylkkä et al. (2009), and Genone 

& Lombrozo (2012), we confront participants with conditions that may prompt them 

to revise certain classifcatory statements, e.g. An emu is a bird; Touching a 

stranger’s breast without their consent is rape. Each condition makes salient one of 

the targets we have identifed for deference: the community usage, the experts, the 

‘world as it is’. In the condition that seeks to tap into the latter kind of deference, 

participants are presented with a scenario in which future scientifc discoveries 

result in excluding from the extension of a term certain members currently thought 

to fall under that extension. Our reasoning is that, if participants signifcantly modify 



their statements in the light of that scenario, they can be taken to ‘defer’ to the 

nature of the referent, thus vindicating indexical externalism. We test if words not 

normally assumed to be natural-kind terms, including terms for social phenomena, 

exhibit patterns of deference similar to those for natural-kind terms. If so, speakers 

have something like realist intuitions with respect to words whose meaning is 

usually taken to be purely conventional or polemical, and there’s therefore a case for 

an extension of indexical externalism beyond its usual boundaries.
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Keynote Talk

Francesco Guala 

Money as an institution and as an object

 The folk conception of money as an object is not a promising starting point to 

develop general, explanatory accounts of the social world. A theory of 

institutions as rules in equilibrium is more consistent with scientifc accounts of 

money, is able to shed light on folk views, and side-steps some unnecessary 

puzzles.



Session 1 — Economics

Tomasz Kwarciński, Agnieszka Wincewicz-Price and Pawel Śliwowski — A 
view from somewhere: in search of a socially-informed concept of nudging

Critics of paternalism claim that we cannot aspire to gain complete knowledge 

of what drives human decisions and behaviour, and it is therefore not reasonable to 

assume that a third party knows what people want from life. Thus, we should refrain 

from normative judgments about what ends people ought to pursue. In their 

bestselling book, Nudge, Cass Sunstein and Richard Thaler (2008), advocates of 

libertarian paternalism, soften this claim and build their nudge theory around the 

argument that we can know when people are not acting in their own best interests. 

It happens when their decisions are ones ‘they would change if they had complete 

information, unlimited cognitive abilities, and no lack of willpower’ (Thaler, Sunstein 

2003: 175). The argument relies on a purely hypothetical basis: if individuals were 

fully rational and were choosing according to their informed preferences, they would 

do x. Since it is not obvious how we can determine what complete information, 

unlimited cognition, or complete willpower entail without making normative 

judgements, it is difcult to see how such an idealised criterion can be treated as 

empirical. This counterfactual reasoning has been criticised as (yet another) ‘view 

from nowhere’ - a perspective typical of ‘homo economicus’ stripped of any history, 

future, relations, commitments, and context-specifc considerations - and became 

one of the strongest arguments against nudging.

This criticism would not satisfy experimental economists who run feld 

experiments in order to test efectiveness of their behavioural interventions, 

including nudges. The focus on narrow questions and small context-specifc 

interventions in policy problems which escape standard economic explanation is a 

defning feature of their experimental methods as shown most famously in the work 

of recent Nobel prize winners in economics.

We argue that while the RCT method, which is key in their research, can be 

useful in eliciting causal patterns which underlie research (and policy) problems, its 

applicability is limited in ofering alternative solutions when the tools experimented 

with in RCT (e.g. free vaccination in African villages) appear to have failed the test. 

In such cases, Banerjee and Dufo (2011) retreat to the original (theoretical - view 

from nowhere) nudge approach which harnesses individual inclination to act in one’s 

own best interest (e.g., to vaccinate children). This approach, however, seems to 

rest on a controversial methodological presumption that an intervention which 

targets individual motivations will ultimately lead to change in collective behaviour 

patterns. 

We argue that what is missing in this approach is a sufcient understanding of 

an individual’s relations with his/her social environment. Moreover, methodological 

individualism applied in this approach seems to constrain the researcher’s view of 

the investigated problem and of the potential solutions. Although context-based, it 

generalizes individual cases to the community level without giving due attention to 

the social determinants of behaviour.
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To better illustrate the missing component the paper discusses the special 

category of social norm-nudging. ‘A norm-nudge is a nudge whose mechanism of 

action relies on eliciting social expectations with the intent of inducing desirable 

behavior, under the assumption that individual preferences for performing the 

targeted behavior are conditional on social expectations’ (Bicchieri, Dimant 2019). 

Social norm-nudging serves the purpose of inducing pro-social actions in cases 

where the myopic rational choice is to act in one’s self-interest at the expense of 

diminished common good. Social norm-nudging is thus used to solve collective 

action problems. It is particularly relevant when individuals follow unproductive or 

harmful social patterns by sustaining bad social norms (e.g. corruption, not 

vaccinating children, burning harmful materials in stoves, etc.).

We argue that norm-nudging rests on a number of philosophical assumptions 

which are diferent from those underlying the original concept of nudging. Most 

importantly, it recognizes individuals to be members of social groups which provide 

social/cultural context for individual action and extends individual good to common 

good. It understands behaviours to be interdependent. Instead of speculation 

regarding properties of a hypothetical rational economic man, it addresses specifc 

problems which that theoretical ideal does not account for. We also suggest that the 

social norm-nudging approach is a useful tool worth including in the experimental 

methods of Banerjee and Dufo. Such mixed approach stands a chance of ofering a 

more accurate view from somewhere.
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Tommaso Ostillio, Giulio Sciacca and Pietro Ingallina — The Ontology of 
Socioeconomic Trends: an Alternative Approach to Economic Equilibrium

The aftermath of the fnancial crisis of 2007 has been a long moment of deep 

self-refection for almost all economists, especially those with strong mathematical 

inclinations. This is mainly because the events of the last fnancial crisis uncovered 

the inability of economic models to capture the behavioral drivers of economic 

trends. As a result, many economists have acknowledged the research fndings of 

behavioral economics as revealing much of the truth about human impulsivity in 

decision-making and the intrinsic irrationality of several socioeconomic trends. 

Accordingly, during the last decade, many scholars in economics (most notably, 

Krugman, 2009; Thaler and Sunstein, 2009; Akerlof and Shiller, 2010) have argued 



that the events of the last crisis unequivocally suggest it is time for economics to 

update its methodology. For the high sophistication of the mathematical methods 

employed in economic analysis does not make economics better of at explaining 

and predicting the behavior of economic agents (see also Romer, 2015; Romer, 

2016).

Interestingly, over the last decade, the debate amongst economists has also 

given rise to a very dense philosophical debate concerning two main 

epistemological issues in economics: frst, the intrinsic inability of economics to deal 

with uncertain outcomes as efectively as natural sciences do (see Mirowski, 2012; 

Al- Suwailem, 2017; Hardt, 2017; Gallegati, 2018); and, second, the inefcacy of 

undertaking an axiomatic approach to model and explain economic behavior (see 

Bartholo et al., 2009; Vela Velupillai, 2011; Barkley Rosser, 2012; Doria, 2017; 

Landini et al. 2018). 

Our paper contributes to the aforementioned philosophical debate by adding a 

third epistemological issue to the list of epistemological issues in economics. 

Namely, our paper argues that another signifcant epistemological constraint of 

economics is its inability to incorporate socioeconomic change (i.e., the changes in 

market dynamics driven by changes in social trends) in its models. On this basis, 

our paper claims that if economics is to incorporate socioeconomic change in its 

models, then the notion of economic equilibrium ought to be updated. 

Therefore, following the insights of Hayek (1945), we defne economies as 

autonomous bodies that continually change due to the changes in the behavior of 

agents. In other words, we agree with the thesis that socioeconomic trends have an 

ecological form that emerges out of random individual behavior (see also Smith, 

1994; 2009). 

On these premises, we then show that if economies are defned as autonomous 

bodies that continually change, then the ecological form of socioeconomic trends 

can be defned as a persisting entity. In particular, we show that if socioeconomic 

trends are defned as persisting entities, then the behavior of these entities can be 

explained on the basis of three primitive concepts: 

(1) The concept of rational structure; 

(2) The concept of atomic behavior; 

(3) The relationship between (1) and (2). 

More precisely, (1) subtends to the idea that socioeconomic trends are directly 

observable and can, for this reason, be analyzed. (2) subtends to the idea that 

individual behavior does not always follow rational patterns. (3) subtends to the idea 

that (2) shapes the fnal form of (1). On these grounds, we propose that economic 

equilibrium can be defned not as a mathematical point where supply equals 

demand, but as the moment when one type of behavior among economic agents is 

most dominant. 

To support our claim, we maintain that socioeconomic trends are continually 

shaped by an information stream that causes agents to act. Specifcally, we 

maintain that the content of the information stream changes over time together with 

the behavior of economic agents. That is, we maintain that the behavior of 

economic agents is always dependent on their understanding of the content of the 

information stream. 

However, contrary to mainstream economics, we postulate that not all agents 

rationalize information in the same way. In other words, we postulate that the 

information stream causes diferent groups of agents to act in diferent ways. 



Thus, in our ontology of socioeconomic trends, rational structures are either the 

emerging ecological form of total herd behavior across all groups of agents, or the 

emerging ecological forms of entirely rational behavior across all groups of 

economic agents, or the ecological form of mixes of both complete rational 

behavior across some groups of economic agents and total irrational behavior 

across some other groups of economic agent. 

In simpler terms, we maintain that if diferent groups of economic agents 

rationalize information in diferent ways, then diferent groups of economic agents 

contribute to the emerging ecological form of socioeconomic trends in diferent 

ways. Hence, as the content of the information stream is assumed to change over  

time, diferent groups of agents respond to the changes in the information stream in 

diferent ways over time. 

As a result, diferent socioeconomic trends are observable over time. For the 

changes in the content of the information stream dynamically rearrange the 

relationship between rational structures and individual behavior. Thus, we defne the 

point of equilibrium as the moment when change stops, and one type of behavior is 

the most dominant. 

Importantly, our ontology of socioeconomic trends comes in handy to explain 

the behavior of consumers and frms in some real-world examples from the so-

called digital society. In particular, we report some examples of economic behavior 

that becomes dominant as a result of information cascades that trigger conformity 

in behavior. 

In other words, we fnd that the large-scale availability of information online does 

not necessarily translate into optimal outcomes for consumers and frms, as the 

emergence of a particular trend is not necessarily the outcome of a rational process. 

Indeed, we fnd that both frms and consumers can willingly or unwillingly share 

misleading information with other agents and create chains of information cascades 

that allow a particular trend to become dominant. Eventually, the latter trend is 

discontinued only when frms or consumers autonomously generate new 

information cascades to discontinue the previous trend. 

Session 2 — Interpretive Practices

Alexander Prescott-Coach — Narrative Understanding

This talk concerns the epistemic function of narrative form. Much work in history, 

anthropology, sociology, and political science employs narrative – the events 

described are organized into stories. 

For instance, in his recent book Evicted, sociologist Matthew Desmond uses a 

set of narratives to help readers understand the sociological signifcance of eviction 

in American urban life (particularly in the maintenance of social stratifcation). The 

book’s narratives are supposed to complement much of Desmond more quantitative 



work on the topic, work that e.g. collects statistics about rates of eviction in 

diferent cities and aims to estimate the causal efects of eviction on various social 

phenomena. The question this talk asks is what narrative form itself adds, if 

anything. 

I begin by outlining three reasons to be skeptical of narrative form. First, as 

argued by Rosenberg (2018), narrative structure may encourage us to believe false 

causal hypotheses. For example, we may confuse the feeling of emotional 

satisfaction from hearing a compelling story with the epistemic state of grasping a 

causal explanation. Second, narrative structure may prevent us from abstracting to 

the correct “level of explanation.” Narratives tend to focus on the causes and 

consequences of individuals’ intentional actions, but many aspects of the social 

world might be better understood by abstracting from the level of individual action 

and focusing on more macro-phenomena. Narrative may prevent us from achieving 

explanations at the optimal level of explanatory depth (see Weslake (2010)).) Third, 

as Mink (1996) has argued, narratives often do not provide “detachable” 

conclusions. Whatever the positive aspects of this feature of narrative, the lack of 

detachable conclusions may prevent narrative work from being integrated into the 

epistemic division of labor in the way that typical scientifc conclusions are. 

In response to these skeptical worries, I argue that narrative structure does have 

a positive function: helping us cultivate certain intellectual “skills” that are 

constitutively connected to understanding. This approach starts from the work on a 

number of philosophers (Hills 2015, Strevens 2013) who hold that scientifc 

understanding requires certain skills or abilities, not merely knowledge of 

information. It then aims to show that narrative form helps us to acquire the relevant 

kind of abilities.

To motivate this account, I show how it is responsive to problems with the most 

common alternative accounts of the positive epistemic function of narrative form, 

which I call “special-information accounts” and “afect accounts.” 

On special-information accounts of narrative structure, narratives provide us 

with a special kind of information, such as information about the meanings of 

individuals events, the narratively-structured good of the subject (Taylor 1989; 

MacIntyre 1981), or causal connections among events. A typical concern with 

special information accounts is that narrative form is either (i) not required for 

acquiring the relevant kind of information or (ii) it is not obvious that the information 

is required for scientifc understanding. For an example of the frst problem, take the 

thesis that narratives provide understanding by providing us with causal information. 

While narratives do provide us with causal information (and causal information is 

crucial for understanding), there are, arguably, other better ways to do so: causal 

models. For an example of the second problem, consider MacIntyre’s (1981) claim 

that narratives provide us with narratively-structured information about the subject’s 

good. Here, there does not seem to be a non-narrative way of providing the relevant 

information. However, it is not clear that such information contributes to our 

understanding of the subject in the relevant sense.

On afect accounts of narrative structure, narratives serve not to provide us with 

a special kind of information but rather to evoke certain subjective responses to 

information. This kind of view starts from the platitude that narrative form often 

serves to evoke emotion and imaginative engagement with the subject matter. It  

then further adds that this feature of the narrative can be epistemically relevant. For 

instance, perhaps there is a particular kind of “understanding” that is intrinsically 



afect-laden, or afective response is crucial for grasping certain kinds of morally-

relevant features of the situation. A concern about this view is that it is not 

sufciently cognitive. Moreover, to the degree to which afective response puts us in 

the position to acquire certain kinds of information (such as morally relevant features 

of the situation), it collapses into the special information view.

With the problems of special information and afect accounts in view, I then go 

on to defend my alternative “skills-based” account of narrative structure. According 

to such an account, narrative structure helps you develop a set of intellectual skills 

and such intellectual skills are constitutively connected to understanding. Like afect 

accounts, this account concerns our relation to information rather than some 

particular kind of information. However, unlike afect accounts, the kind of 

relationship is not afectual but cognitive. 

Drawing on recent work by Rachel Fraser (ms), I consider the view that narrative 

structure may help you store information in a particular representational format, and 

storing information in a particular representational format facilitates certain inference 

tasks. Compare: I may store information about the geographical locations of various 

landmarks in either a propositional representational format (in which I represent a 

set of claims specifying coordinates of each landmark) or in a map-like 

representational format. If I employ the map-like format, I may be able to perform 

various inferences more easily than if I employ the propositional format. On this 

view, narrative “format” might help us us vis-à-vis a propositional format in the way 

that a map-like format might help us vis-à-vis such a framework. 

I develop this analogy, discuss some potential problems, and consider 

responses to those problems. I suggest that if this account is correct, then it can 

help us respond to the skeptical worries raised by critics of narrative: narrative 

social science can be seen as complementing rather than competing with other 

social scientifc modes of causal explanation, and the lack of detachable 

conclusions is not a problem but rather a feature of all representational devices that 

aim to help us acquire the relevant skills. Finally, I use the account to suggest a 

particular connection between narrative and a particular “humanistic” kind of 

understanding.
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Corrado Matta — The role of data in interpretive qualitative theorizing

This paper concerns the role of data in interpretive qualitative theory building. A 

great extent of empirical studies in qualitative research (arguably, the majority of 

them) consists of studies where a theory emerges from the analysis of the data. In 

many cases, qualitative researchers describe emergent theories as interpretations. It 

is both intuitive and typically assumed by researchers that (a) the emergent theory 

or interpretation must have some credibility, and that (b) this credibility is in some 

way a function of the quality and volume of available observations. An example of 

this attitude is the volume of publications discussing how many interviews or 

qualitative observations are enough to draw a valid conclusion. Another example 

comes from the use that some researchers make of the concept of saturation (which 

originally was meant to indicate the point at which the data cannot provide further 

insight about the theory) as a way to indicate that the observation base is sufcient 

to support the emergent theory or interpretation (Lowe et al 2018). Recently, several 

quantitative measures of saturation meant to estimate the relation between data and 

interpretation have been proposed as a means to improve the transparency of this 

way of reasoning about support (Lowe et al 2018). This refects claim (b), since the 

fact that an emergent theory saturates the data is taken in this case to be an 

indication both of the support that the data provide to the theory and of its 

credibility.

In order to assess the rationale for these approaches, I consider emergent 

theorization from a more abstract methodological point of view. From this 

perspective, qualitative methodologists have argued that the kind of reasoning 

characterizing these studies fts the inferential scheme called selective abduction 

(Richardson & Kramer 2006; Lipscomb 2012). The emergent theory or interpretation 

is supposed to explain the data, several interpretations are often (but not always) 

compared and some criteria are assumed to be necessary in order to establish  

which interpretation is the best among the available candidates. Although there is a 

vast literature concerning selective abduction, its justifcation, and use in science, 

the relationship between the available data and the selection criteria has not been 

discussed in detail. Among the few examples of this discussion, Niiniluoto (1999) 

presents diferent comparative criteria for the quality of the abduced theory that 

include the data as a parameter.

Following this methodological perspective, if measures of saturation such as 

those proposed by Lowe et al. estimate the support that data provides to 

interpretations, then it must be possible to compare the saturation resulting from 

diferent emergent theories as a selection criterion. However, I argue that these 

approaches do not satisfy any of the diferent comparative criteria presented by 

Niiniluoto.

Therefore, I suggest an alternative approach, consisting in the construction of 

qualitative, theoretically informed, ordinal evaluations of observation base and 

theory. I propose these evaluations to be i) the ‘surprisingness’ of the observation, ii) 

the overall credibility of the interpretation in relation to the existing literature and, 

fnally, iii) the plausibility of obtaining the same observation if the interpretation were 

correct. Basic Bayesian reasoning is then applied to (i)-(iii) to evaluate the credibility 

of the emergent theory in relation to the available observations. 

This approach has several advantages. First, it fts Niiniluoto's conceptualization, 



which provides this approach with rational justifcation. Secondly, evaluations (i)-(iii) 

are intuitive, sensitive to background knowledge and based on judgments that are 

commonly used in the literature on qualitative methods. 

My conclusion is that it is correct to conceptualize qualitative emergent 

theorizing as selective abduction and that researchers are correct in arguing that the 

credibility of their interpretations is a function of the available observations. 

However, I disagree that the comparative criteria for selection require quantitative 

measures of support. Theory-based, qualitative ordinal assessments are sufcient 

to evaluate the credibility of emergent theories. 
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Session 1 — Experimental Practices

Donal Khorsow — Experiments need models

Experiments are often understood to permit successful learning about real-world 

targets in virtue of exhibiting relationships of material similarity, representativeness, 

specimenhood, or ontological equivalence to them (e.g. Guala 2002; 2005; Morgan 

2005). Models, in contrast, are often thought to be less epistemically capable, as 

their relationships to eventual targets are merely formal and best understood in 

terms of similarity, resemblance, (partial) isomorphism, etc. (e.g. da Costa and 

French 2003; Giere 2010; Weisberg 2012; 2013), which are achieved by construction 

(Mäki 2005) and are more prone to misspecifcation, thus raising pertinent concerns 

about the reliability of model-target inference.

Several authors have resisted such general diferences between models and 

experiments, arguing that material relationships are not always necessary for 

successful inference from experiments (Parker 2009); that even when materially 

grounded relationships obtain they are not always sufcient for successful inference 

(Parke 2014); and that there are hybrid cases where putative experiments 

successfully relate to targets more like models are thought to do, and the other way 

around (Morgan 2002).

Unfortunately, this debate has become dormant and little progress has been 

made since on improving our understanding of what grounds and promotes 

successful experiment-target inference. Such understanding, however, is important 

for the appraisal of experimental practices across the sciences, especially as 

experiments and quasi-experiments become more commonly used epistemic tools 

in policy-relevant social sciences such as economics. 

In this talk, I hope to revive the debate surrounding the epistemic advantages 

and disadvantages of experiments and models by arguing that there is a broad 

class of experimental practices in social science where (successful) experiment-

target inference requires (good) models of the phenomena of interest. So rather than 

experiments being superior to models, or both being epistemically on par, 

experiments need to be complemented by (good) models to permit successful 

inference.

To argue this, I ofer the case study of Evidence-Based Policy (EBP). Here, 

investigators typically use randomized controlled trials to learn about the causal 

efects of policy interventions. These experimentally established efects are then 

used to predict the efects of interventions in novel target populations. Such 

inferences are complicated, however, by the fact that experimental and target 

populations usually difer in causally relevant respects, so merely assuming that 

efects will be similar in a target as in an experiment is unwarranted. So to license 

inferences to novel populations, one will typically need to underwrite that they are 



sufciently similar, or, if they are not, determine what the relevant diferences are 

and how they bear on the efects to be inferred in the target. This is where models 

come in. Causal models of the mechanisms underlying the phenomena of interest 

can play an indispensable roles in facilitating successful inference. They are needed 

for 1) guiding the search for information pertaining to causally relevant similarities 

and diferences between populations, 2) encoding such information, and 3) 

processing how diferences bear on the efect of ultimate interest. 

Such models don’t come for free: they are not supplied by the experiment itself.  

Nor are good models generically available. Suitable models that provide the 

information required for experiment-target inference will often need to be purpose-

built for specifc cases. Further, while encoding, and being importantly grounded in, 

empirical information, the required models are not mere summaries of empirical 

information. They are models proper and need to conform to standard desiderata: 

they need to accurately represent causal details of the populations of interest; they 

need to be suitably abstract as well as tractable, i.e. they may not leave out details 

relevant to the production of the outcomes of interest, nor should they cite irrelevant 

details; the way in which they represent the populations of interest needs to be 

adequate for the pragmatic context in which a desired inference and subsequent 

intervention should take place; etc.

So the models needed are much like other models proper, raising standard 

issues of representation, abstraction, tractability, isolation, adequacy-for-purpose 

(Parker 2009; 2019 ms.), etc., and, in addition to supporting experiment-target 

inferences, have their own set of autonomous epistemic capabilities, e.g. facilitating 

understanding of phenomena, guiding inquiry, etc. 

What this case shows is that (some) experiments need (good) models to be 

useful, where the role of the models is to mediate the experiment-target inference; 

call this experiment-model-target inference (EMTI). In EMTI, both the experiment 

and the model are indispensable, play diferent epistemic roles, and, when things go 

well, complement each other in ampliative ways: they enable inferences that 

wouldn’t be feasible with either type of epistemic tool alone.

Against this background, I explore some ways in which thinking about EMTI is 

useful. One is that it helps reconcile some remaining diferences in debates 

concerning the purported epistemic superiority of experiments, suggesting that 

both formal and material relationships might be needed for successful inference. 

Thinking about EMTI can also guide the appraisal of experimental practices. In most 

cases of existing experiment-target inference in EBP, the models are unsatisfactory: 

they are implicit and don’t amount to more than loose collections of tacit 

assumptions about causally relevant similarities between populations. Better 

models are needed and standard model appraisal criteria can be helpful for guiding 

their construction, and for improving experiment-target inference.



Maria Jimenez-Buedo — Coming Full Circle: Experimental Economists on 
Reactivity

For years, the phenomenon of experimental reactivity (defned here as the 

alteration of the subject’s behavior as a result of their awareness of being studied), 

seemed to be of little or no concern to experimental economists. With their clear-cut 

methodological stance shaped by Vernon Smith’s list of precepts (Smith 1982), 

economists could avoid the worries associated with subjects’ reactivity through a 

ferrous control over the incentives proposed by the experimental setting as 

designed in the game. More recently, as experimental economists gradually moved 

in their study toward topics in which economic incentives intermingled with 

normative considerations (such as in the study of altruism, punishment, or social 

norms), a corresponding interest in the problem of reactivity has ensued. Leading 

experimental economists have dealt with reactivity in its various forms and its 

potential to bias experimental results (Zizzo 2010, Bardsley 2008, Levitt and List 

2007). The paper explores how experimental and behavioral economists have 

navigated from their early self-aware eforts to distinguish their experiments as 

much as possible from those of fellow psychologists to the present; where the 

discipline is gradually taking up the conceptual work of classic social psychologists 

such as Orne (1962) or Rosenthal (1964) to deal with reactivity and experimenter 

demand efects. The paper ofers an interpretation of this transit in which it is the 

success of the experimental economists and the unforeseen expansion of their 

object of enquiry into the realm of norm-related behavior that makes experimental 

economists ultimately adopt some of the conceptual tools of psychologists, 

undermining their initial methodological project.

The paper is organized as follows:

First the paper analyses systematically the relation between the distinctive 

practices of experimental economists and the question of reactivity. In order to do 

this, we frst analyse the Smithian precepts in the light of reactivity, with a focus on 

the principle of dominance of incentives, but reviewing as well the role of the 

p r i n c i p l e s o f s a l i e n c y a n d o f t h e p r o s c r i p t i o n o f d e c e p t i o n . 

Then, following Hertwig and Ortmann’s (2001) characterization of the diferences 

between social psychologists and economists, we also review how other, more 

sociological aspects of the economists’ practices relate to the question of reactivity. 

In particular, we will focus on the question of anonymity in experimental economic 

games, and we analyse under what conditions anonymity can help to counter the 

potential for threatening the validity of experiments in regard to the apprehension of 

experimental subjects to being observed (Jiménez-Buedo and Guala, 2016). 

The paper concludes by analysing recent attempts to address the question of 

reactivity in experimental economics (Zizzo, 2008). We interpret these attempts in 

terms of a certain of convergence toward the more traditional methodological 

problems of social psychology. We argue that this convergence is partially the result 

of the integration of experimental practices within the economics profession and the 

subsequent expansion of their research program into the study of normative 



behaviour. In this sense, reactivity is now back to the preoccupations of 

experimental economics, as much it is a concern to other social scientists.
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Session 2

Panel: To What Extent Is Mathematics a Social Practice?

General Abstract. Is mathematics a social science?

Mathematics is generally opposed to social sciences, either because it is taken 

to rely almost exclusively on a deductive method, or because it is considered as an 

abstract domain of investigation, where the historic, linguistic, argumentative, and 

shared activities cannot play a central role. Yet, recent developments in the 

philosophy of mathematics have shown some similarities with the methods, topics, 

and problems that are typical of social sciences. Besides, naturalism in social 

sciences has often highlighted continuity between the notion of objectivity that 

grounds social and non-social sciences. This makes it reasonable to ask whether 

mathematics should be considered as a social science, and what contributions the 

epistemology of social sciences might ofer to the investigation of mathematical 

activities.

There is a well-established tendency in recent philosophy of mathematics to 

emphasize the importance of practices - visualization, the use of diagrams, 

reasoning, explanation, purity of evidence, concept formation, the analysis of 

defnitions, and so on - in answering epistemological questions. While some of the 

approaches to mathematical practice are based on Lakatos’ interpretation of 

mathematics as a quasi-empirical science, new perspectives may arise if one 

considers the objectivity of mathematical concepts to be the result of a social 

constitution.

Tendencies in this direction can be traced, but no general survey has been 

ofered. For example, Salomon Feferman (2011) has characterized mathematical 

objectivity as a special case of intersubjective social objectivity. José Ferreiros 

(2016) has defned mathematical practice as an activity supported by individual and 

social agents and characterized by stability,reliability, and intersubjectivity. Julian C. 

Cole (2013, 2015), by referring to Searle's theory of collective intentionality, has 

claimed that mathematical objects are institutional rather than mental objects,

The panel will present three research areas where the social nature of 

mathematics gets to the forefront: mathematical argumentation considered to be 

the game of giving and asking for reasons, mathematical proof seen as a shared 

activity, and axiomatics reconstructed in the form of a social institution.
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Valeria Giardino (CNRS and Institut Nicod, France). The practice of 
mathematics how to build conceptual content

In the past ten years, several works have focused on the investigation of the 

practice of mathematics to the extent of determining, at least according to some 

interpretations, a belated “practical turn” in the philosophy of mathematics. If at the 

beginning such an approach appeared in contrast to standard philosophy of 

mathematics, today it can rather be largely considered as complementary to it. 

However, despite the fourishing of this new philosophical research, the domain of 

the practice of mathematics has never been clearly defned (Giardino, 2017). For 

example, it is not obvious whether social aspects that characterize the development 

of mathematics might be constitutive of the methods and more crucially of the 

objects of mathematics. The aim of this talk will be to try to fll this gap and to 

explore what roles social elements might have in the practice of mathematics, 

without renouncing to the claim that mathematics is objective. In order to do that, 

some relevant views will be considered. The talk will be structured in four parts. 

First, a selection of the works on the practice (or practices) of mathematics will be 

discussed, to make emerge what will be defned as the pragmatist view, according 

to which the practice of mathematics has to be intended as what the community of 

mathematicians does when they employ resources such as (theoretical and 

symbolic) frameworks; furthermore, it should be noted that the choice of these 

frameworks is constrained by their cognitive abilities (Ferreiros 2015). Second, a 

summary of Brandom’s view of conceptual content as inferentially and socially 

articulated in the game of giving and asking for reasons will be given in order to 

evaluate whether it might ofer an appropriate framework to describe in particular 

the practice of mathematics (Brandom, 2000); mathematics can indeed be 

considered as a reasoning practice, which defnes some inferential actions as 

moves in the game of giving and asking for reasons; moreover, despite the fact that 

its norms are not explicitly given, mathematics is still a normative practice, which 

allows avoiding the risks of an extreme form of naturalism; however, as it will be 

discussed, Brandom’s view depends heavily on the supposed propositional form of 

mathematics, which seems to put aside the role of other possible formats that are 

common in mathematics such as for example visualization. Third, another possible 

view to assess the role of social elements in mathematics is based on the 

pragmatics of argumentation (Walton, 2015), as specifcally modulated in relation to 

mathematics: if proofs are framed as arguments that can be modeled by formal 

dialectical systems, they can be considered as safe and at the same time as the 

result of some sort of negotiation. Finally, in the conclusions, the advantages and 

limits of these alternative views will be assessed.

Yacin Hamami (Vrije Universiteit Brussel, Belgium). Proving Together: 
Shared Agency and Mathematical Proofs from a Planning Perspective

Proving theorems is one of the main activities that mathematicians engage in. 

Rebecca Morris and I have argued (Hamami and Morris, to appear) that proving is a  



goal-directed and temporally extended activity, and that for this reason it requires a 

form of planning agency in the sense of Bratman (1987). This led us to develop an 

account of plans and planning in the context of proving activities, but this account 

only deals with the single-agent case. Yet, proving does have in practice a strong 

social dimension, for it is often the case that several mathematicians engage in 

proving a theorem together (see, e.g., Steingart, 2012), proving being then a case of 

shared activity involving a form of shared agency (Roth, 2017). In this talk, I will 

discuss how our single-agent account of proving activities could be developed and 

extended into a multi-agent account of shared proving activities, that is, into an 

account of proving activities in which groups of mathematicians are engaged 

together. To this end, I will build on Bratman’s recent account of shared activities 

and shared agency (Bratman, 2014) which I will specify it in the context of shared 

proving activities. I will focus on cases of modest sociality, that is, cases of small-

scale groups of agents who interact signifcantly and regularly and for which the 

stability of the group is maintained. This is arguably the most common level at 

which shared proving activities occur in mathematical practice, a typical example of  

which being the famous proof of the odd order theorem by Feit and Thompson 

(1963). I will focus on three main aspects of shared proving activities: the nature of 

proving intentions for a group of mathematicians; the normative conditions on each 

agents’ plan for maintaining the coherence of the shared proving activity; the 

particular kind of shared deliberation required to build proof plans at the group level. 

From the perspective of the resulting account, I will discuss the issue of individual 

credits and contributions when a group of mathematicians have proved a theorem 

together. In particular, I will argue that individual credits and contributions should be 

evaluated relative to the overall plan, and more specifcally to the instances of  

practical reasoning involved in the plan construction.
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Paola Cantù (CNRS and Aix-Marseille Univ, France). Axiomatics as a social 
institution 

Mathematics has always been associated to axiomatics, at least from Euclid’s 

Elements onwards, even if the role and meaning of axiomatics changed with time. 

Axiomatics is considered to be the main aim of formal logic and to characterize 

formal sciences, or even demarcate them from social sciences. An investigation of  

the axiomatic turn at the end of the

19th century will show on the contrary that axiomatics, even in its symbolic 

version, never stopped playing a fundamental epistemological role in science, i.e. 

the role of investigating the formation of scientifc concepts and the specifc 

procedures of generalization and abstraction thereby involved. Axiomatics, 

considered in this sense, can be viewed as a set of rules that help assessing the 

objectivity of scientifc entities and procedures, and at the same time explains the 

dynamic of knowledge production and the architecture of the obtained sciences. 

For all these reasons, it might be fruitfully analyzed as a social institution, based on 

shared proving activity, on linguistic conventions, and on a set of regulative rules 

that facilitate coordination and cooperation between scientists. But what kind of 

institution theory should be adopted in order to describe axiomatics as a social 

institution? Theories such as Guala’s analysis of institutions, considered to be 

equilibria games, or Searle’s theory based on status functions, constitutive rules and 

collective intentionality will be compared in the analysis of two specifc tokens of the 

axiomatics type: Peano’s theories of logic and arithmetic and Hilbert’s geometry. In 

Peano’s Formulario, a dictionary of mathematical terms, axioms and theorems, 

axiomatics is used to investigate the dynamics of the construction of concepts and 

shared truths: the attention to the role of defnitions is thus not centered on the 

foundational efort to derive all mathematics from a small set of logical principles, 

but rather on the efort to consider diferent alternative defnitions of symbols, and 

how the defnition of a term might afect the defnition of other terms or the proof of 

certain theorems. Axiomatics is strictly related to the introduction of a conventional 

symbolic language chosen to express mathematical and logical concepts, but has 

relevant interactions with linguistic and history. In Hilbert’s Grundlagen der 

Geometrie, axiomatics is guided by the efort to explain how some form of 

objectivity and evidence might be extracted from procedures that are anchored in 

intuition or perception, and the axiomatic formulation of the theory helps 

constructing an architecture of diferent mathematical domains, and developing a 

meta-theoretical investigation of knowledge.
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Varia

Malvina Ongaro and Mattia Andreoletti — Normative Uncertainties in 
Evidence-Based Policy

1. Introduction

The last few decades have seen the rise of a movement calling for more 

evidence in social policy. Within this trend, randomised experiments (RFEs) occupy 

a prominent place. The number of studies involving randomisation has been 

constantly on the rise, receiving an increasingly large attention in economics 

(Banerjee et al. 2016a, Ravallion 2018). 

However, Cartwright & Marcellesi (2016) argue that the strive for evidence-based 

policy tends to assign excessive weight to efectiveness considerations. According 

to them, overconfdence in the epistemic merits of randomisation leads to 

overlooking the moral aspects of policy-making. 

Indeed, policy decisions are based on both evidence and value judgements. A 

complete understanding of evidence-based policy needs to include an 

understanding of the normative dimension of policy-making. But while 

considerations on evidence abound in the philosophical literature, exhaustive 

analyses of normative issues are still lacking. In this paper, we explore this 

normative dimension with respect to the assessment of evidence in general, and 

RFEs in particular. We use a case study to illustrate our main distinctions and to see 

how they help to bring out normative considerations in real-world policy choices. 

2. The Weight of Evidence 

The importance of evidence in policy-making lays in its potential to reduce 

uncertainty. Since arguably any policy decision happens under conditions of 

uncertainty, then resorting to evidence should lead to better decisions. In this spirit, 

the debate on the role of RFEs in policy-making has focussed on their epistemic 

aspects. 

However, not all the uncertainty faced by policy-makers can be resolved by 

evidence. Some of it concerns non-empirical issues for which there is no fact of the 

matter to discover. We claim that this normative type of uncertainty is relevant for 

the assessment of the evidence. More specifcally, we claim that the extent to which 

a policy decision is determined by the evidence depends on how some normative 

uncertainty is resolved. Hence, choosing a policy on the grounds of some evidence 

implies a series of normative choices. 

The weight that a RFE has on a policy decision depends on both its internal 

quality and its external reach. Both comprise of epistemic and normative 



dimensions. The frst refers to the potential the evidence has to reduce the empirical  

uncertainty surrounding policy choice; the second concerns the non-empirical 

uncertainties that need to be resolved. 

Internal Quality

With internal quality, we intend the quality the RFE has as an experiment. 

Epistemic quality, which represents the reliability of the information the RFE 

provides, has typically been identifed with the technical notion of internal validity. 

On the normative dimension, we introduce the concept of equipoise uncertainty, 

which is uncertainty about the ethical val idity of the experiment. 

A prerequisite for the ethical validity of a randomised experiment is equipoise, i.e. 

genuine ignorance about the efectiveness of the intervention (Ravallion 2018). 

However, an intervention can have multiple efects, and the researchers may be 

ignorant only with respect to some. In this case, whether equipoise obtains depends 

on which efects are considered prioritarian - but this is a normative judgement.

External Reach 

With external reach, we intend the relevance a RFE has for a specifc policy 

choice. On the epistemic side, relevance depends on external validity, i.e. the extent 

to which the information is exportable to a diferent context. On the normative side, 

we introduce two types of uncertainties. 

Framing uncertainty concerns what matters in the social context of the policy. As 

we have seen, an intervention may have a plurality of efects, while a RFE can only  

address some of them. However, the efects explored by the RFE may not be those  

of interest for the policy-maker - and what matters in a policy context is a normative 

judgement. 

Evaluation uncertainty concerns the stakeholders’ evaluation of the experiment 

outcomes. Given diferent interests in diferent efects, stakeholders may disagree 

on how to value the situation resulting from the intervention - but again, an overall 

evaluation requires normative choices. 

3. A Case Study: TaRL 

A prominent promoter of evidence-based policy is the Abdul Latif Jameel 

Poverty Action Lab (J-PAL), a MIT-based research centre founded to evaluate the 

efectiveness of social interventions. One of J-PAL’s fagship works is the evaluation 

of “Teaching at the Right Level” (TaRL), a new pedagogy developed by the Indian 

NGO Pratham to fght low literacy among children (Banerjee et al. 2017). 

TaRL’s core idea is to divide the kids, for some part of the day or for some period 

of the year, according to their abilities rather than their age. As the programme 

started expanding, researchers from J-PAL got involved with Pratham to evaluate 

the efectiveness of their method and guide its scaling-up. Several years and six 

randomised experiments later (Banerjee et al. (2007), (2010), (2016b), Kapur & Icaza 

(2010)), TaRL reached a national scale, involving millions of kids. 

In Delhi, government schools applied Pratham's methods in 2016. But TaRL has 

been seen as implementing a policy of segregation in classrooms, leading some 



parents to fle a lawsuit against Delhi government. In fact, teachers testify that level-

based division has an impact on the identity formation of children, that are now 

often identifed with their level. According to them, this has translated into bullyism 

and demotivation. 

Recently, J-PAL and Pratham started the joint venture “TaRL Africa” to export 

Pratham’s pedagogy to Africa. The venture is no more an instrument for intervention 

evaluation: it aims at the promotion of policies based on TaRL, in name of its 

evidence-based efectiveness. However, evidence shows its efectiveness only with 

respect to literacy acquisition and only in India. Promoting TaRL-based policies in 

Africa raises both epistemic and normative considerations. First, both internal and 

external validity may be compromised. Second, the step to policy promotion 

requires the resolution of the normative uncertainties we have introduced; but this 

resolution cannot be evidence-based. 

In conclusion, we hope to show that normative considerations come into play 

already in the assessment of evidence for policy, and that these considerations have 

real-world implications. Exploring normative uncertainties can help bring out the 

normative choices behind policy-making. 

Leandro De Brasi — Citizens and Collective Deliberation in Social Science

Citizen Science is a rapidly growing feld, expanding across varied research 

domains within the sciences, such as astronomy, computer science, ecology, 

genetics, geography and medicine (Kullenberg and Kasperowski, 2016). Citizen 

science programs involve non-professional scientists in scientifc inquiry. These 

citizens voluntarily contribute toward scientifc research in collaboration with 

professional scientists. Nowadays, opportunities to participate in citizen science are 

boundless and there are diferent ways (and degrees) in which people can 

participate (Novak et al., 2018). Having said that, citizen involvement in citizen 

science consists typically in data collection. They mainly participate in the process 

of gathering, annotating and/or categorizing data individually and according to 

specifc scientifc protocols. Nevertheless, since its inception, one major strand of 

citizen science aimed to have a less limited role for citizens in scientifc research 

(Irwin, 1995; cf. Bonney, 1996). According to this approach, citizens are meant to 

have more cognitive engagement and infuence on scientifc projects; for example, 

by empowering them to collaborate with professional scientists on many core 

aspects of the projects, such as the interpretation of results and the choice of 

problem to study. However, the contribution of citizens in scientifc research has 

been questioned on epistemological grounds (Reisch and Potter, 2014; Elliott and 

Rosenberg, 2019). Even research that relies on the restricted contribution of citizens 

in data collection is often questioned about the epistemic quality of such data
1
.

1.  The contribution of citizens has also been questioned on ethical and other grounds, but my focus 

is on epistemological issues exclusively. In fact, this talk falls within the epistemology of science and, 

in particular, the growing feld of virtue epistemology of science (e.g., Paternotte and Ivanova, 2017; 

van Dongen and Paul, 2017), which studies the role of the epistemic agent’s virtues and vices in 

scientifc inquiry (as opposed to the, more traditional, theoretical virtues issue; e.g., Schindler, 2018). 



Here, however, I do not consider such epistemic worries since I am not 

concerned with the possible contributions of citizens in data collection. Instead I 

focus on the contribution they can make in the collective process of deliberation 

within research teams. Teamwork in science is ubiquitous and it varies enormously 

in terms of the number of participants, the social structure and the sorts of work the 

teams engage in. I argue that, in certain particular conditions related to the 

intellectual character of the deliberators and their cognitive diversity, small research 

teams that engage in deliberation in the analysis of data and involve citizens can 

better promote good epistemic results, in terms of truth-seeking, than those teams 

which do not involve citizens or do not even deliberate collectively
2
. In particular, 

certain communities within the social sciences that lack the relevant cognitive 

diversity among their professionals can take advantage of the diversity found in the 

citizenry to increase the epistemic quality of their research, as long as the citizens 

possess the relevant virtues.

The talk proceeds as follows. First, some aspects of modern science are briefy 

highlighted. In particular, its truth-seeking goal, cooperative nature and ethos. 

Second, the practice of collective deliberation is introduced as an instance of the 

cooperative division of cognitive labor in science and some of its potential epistemic 

benefts appreciated: in particular, eliminating errors and cognitive biases. But those 

benefts depend on certain conditions holding. So, third, it is argued that the 

intellectual virtues of autonomy and humility play a key role in realizing such 

benefts. Moreover, a certain cognitive diversity, regarding the opinions and 

cognitive styles of the deliberators, is also required. Fourth, it is noted that 

professional scientists are likely, given the ethos of science, to possess the relevant 

intellectual character. However, some relevant cognitive diversity is, in some social 

science felds (such as social and political psychology), missing. So, ffth, it is 

concluded that some scientifc research that made use of citizens in their 

deliberative processes can be epistemically benefted if the relevant diversity and 

intellectual character is found in the citizens. That is, independently of the 

discussion about the epistemic merits of data collection by citizens in much citizen 

science, relevantly diverse citizens who are intellectually humble and autonomous 

can contribute in research teams’ deliberations towards the elimination of errors in 

the analysis of data. At least in some cases within the social sciences, it seems 

worth taking seriously a diferent kind of citizen participation (a la Irwin, 1995) in 

scientifc research.

However, much work done within this feld is individualistic in nature: it does not focus on the social  

dimensions of scientifc inquiry. This work attempts to address the vacuum that one can presently 

fnd in the epistemology of science with regard to the study of the social dimensions of intellectual 

virtues relevant to the scientifc inquiry and it aims to show that diverse, virtuous citizens can have a  

legitimate epistemic role in research within the social sciences.

2.  I focus on the analysis phase, which can be conducted by one person and concerns, among 

other things, interpreting results (say, as outliers or violations), reaching conclusions about the 

sample studied and extrapolating those conclusions to a large population. Nevertheless, what I say 

equally applies to other phases, such as hypothesizing and reporting ones.
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Norms

Don Ross, Wynn Stirling and Luca Tummolini — Strategic Theory of Norms 
for Experimental Applications in Social Science

We provide an operational model of norms, based on a leading philosophical 

analysis due to Cristina Bicchieri, that meets the following desiderata: (1) that it be 

sufciently formalised to provide a basis for specifcation and identifcation of 

normative infuence in laboratory settings; (2) that it represent normative infuence as 

endogenous and integrated with strategic play in games; (3) that it be aligned with 

sophisticated methods for eliciting and estimating incentivised reports of beliefs 

about norms; and (4) that it represent norms as primarily elements at the social, 

rather than the psychological, scale of analysis.

For purposes of our modeling, a norm is a state of a social structure (Martin 

2009) that arises, persists for a time, and ends by decay or catastrophic collapse.  

Though a norm depends for its continuing existence on being recognized and 

behaviorally accommodated by a signifcant subset of agents embedded in a social  

structure, any given agent coexisting with a norm in her social environment may or 

may not cognitively recognize the norm in question, and may adapt her behavior to 

accommodate the norm to varying degrees over time.



Examples of norms in the sense we intend include informal social norms against 

self-serving factual misrepresentation, against self-interested coercion of people, 

and against selfsh driving behaviour that impedes efcient trafc fow. Norms of 

most interest to social scientists are often those on which there is variation among 

people who co-habit geographically and politically. Thus in contemporary Western 

societies majorities behaviorally and cognitively support, but to varying degrees, a 

norm of non-discrimination against LGBT people, but there are at the same time 

very substantial sub-communities in which such discrimination is normatively 

expected. Many norms are usually moralized, such as norms against gratuitous 

cruelty to animals, but many are not, such as norms around appropriate colors for 

painting houses.

Social scientists are motivated to study norms, and to incorporate the concept 

of a norm in their theoretical models, because the existence and relative strength of 

norms infuences individual and coordinated behavior, afects the sharing and 

concealment of information, and drives the relative stability of formal and informal 

institutions. For political scientists, norms are arguably the most important 

determiners of the efciency and durability of political orders, as elements of the 

causal vectors of quintessential political acts like voting (Gerber \& Rogers 2009), 

and contribute to explaining the varieties of democracies and their diferent systems 

of deliberation, representation and participation (Mansbridge et al 2006).

A key goal of our modeling is synthesis of related but so far disconnected 

literatures. The most important foundational sources for our project are Bicchieri 

(2006, 2017), Stirling (2012, 2016) and Kuran (1995). 

From Bicchieri we adapt a general philosophical conception of a norm, 

according to which a norm exists in a social structure just in case a signifcant 

networked subset of individuals (1) cognitively represent the norm as efective within 

the subset; and (2) prefer to conform their own behavior faithfully or partially to the 

norm in instances of social interaction where (2a) they expect that others in the 

subset (the extension of which may be uncertain) will govern their behavior in 

accordance with the norm, and (2b) believe that others think that such behavior is 

what members of the subset should do. 

From Stirling we apply conditional game theory (CGT), an extension of standard 

noncooperative game theory that incorporates strategic resolution of uncertainty on 

the part of agents about their own preferences, on the basis of conjecturing and 

observing evidence about the preferences of others. The theory is designed to 

model the difusion of social infuence through networks as strategically 

endogenous rather than exogenous. CGT is an extension rather than a refnement of 

standard game theory because it does not narrow the set of standard 

noncooperative solution concepts by reference to any special model of rationality.

From Kuran we take the insight, developed theoretically and based on empirical 

evidence, that a prevailing norm may come to be widely disliked by participants in 

networks that it governs, but nevertheless survive for a socially important duration 

of time because behavior that would generate public knowledge of this general 

disenchantment is itself suppressed by the operation of the norm. Such norms are 

relatively fragile because the suppression of information is likely to leak. This is of 

special interest in political science, because norms with this characteristic are 

potential sources of political and social change that appears as sudden and 

surprising to both participants and observers. At the same time, Kuran's account, 

unlike otherwise similar models developed by economists, recognises that publicly 



expressed preferences for privately disfavored norms can feed back upon and 

modify private preferences. Consequently, his account captures patterns whereby 

fragile norms that survive into a second generation can manufacture their own 

climate and become locked in. Incorporation of these insights of Kuran's, as 

formalized in CGT, entail adjustment in Bicchieri's view of moralised preferences as 

standing outside of the dynamics of conditionalised norms.

The paper is organized as follows. First we locate Bicchieri's conception of 

norms in the wider landscape of concepts used in the social sciences. A main 

purpose of this critical review is to identify tension between Bicchieri's philosophical 

analysis of norms and the experimental procedures by which she and her co-

authors have applied and tested her theory against laboratory choice data. We 

criticise these experimental design procedures and indicate an improved basis for 

specifcation and estimation. The choice data to be elicited from such improved 

procedures imply demands and restrictions on the form of theory required for model 

identifcation. The example we use is a multi-player Trust Game. We then show how 

to represent the endogenous resolution of normative preference uncertainties in a 

Trust Game using CGT. Finally, we formalize the main insights derived from Kuran, in 

the CGT framework, so as to extend his analysis at the large-n population scale to 

generate theoretical specifcation of relative norm fragility at the small-n scales 

observed in the experimental laboratory. 

Marc Goetzmann — The building blocks of social trust. The role of 
customary mechanisms and of property relations in the emergence of social 
trust in the context of the commons.

This proposal defends the idea that trust emerges thanks to customary 

mechanisms of social regulation, in contexts where third-party enforcers 

(“leviathans”) are not available or irrelevant. It purports to analyze the conditions that 

produce trust from the frst and lowest stages of cooperation (resource 

management at the local level).

Stating that trust is an evolutionary product leads to the question of its origin. It 

can be assumed that human beings might have a kind of natural “moral sense”, as 

the work of the philosopher John Mikhail tends to show by using data from 

cognitive science (Mikhail, 2009, 2011). Nonetheless, if having the ability to be moral 

and compassionate appears as a necessary condition for cooperation and trust, it 

does not seem to be a sufcient one. Even if human beings have a natural “moral  

sense” which enables them to have empathy, or trust other individuals, the proper 

institutional context is required for this ability to unfold. Cooperation is confronted to 

many obstacles, even with well-intentioned individuals, as the large literature on 

collective action problems has shown (Olson 1965).

As a matter of fact, collective action problems point to an almost paradoxical  

issue: trust seems to need institutions to appear, and institutions need trusting and 

trustworthy individuals to be put in place. It is hard to distinguish which one is the 

cause, and which one is the efect. Answering that trust and institutions reinforce 

one another in a kind of virtuous circle is not enough, it still leads one to an infnite 

regress problem.



Therefore, if trust is to be understood as an evolutionary product, it must have 

emerged at the simplest or lower level of social interactions. There must be a 

starting point where, even when rules are yet to be established, individuals can 

reasonably take the leap of faith that is cooperation. This “simpler” level of social 

interactions could be similar to that of the “commons” (Ostrom 1990): a quasi-self-

sustaining small community where individuals need basic forms of cooperation to 

manage resources at the local level.

This has one major consequence: since allocating resources in common is the 

main challenge of this basic level of community, the very structure of property rights 

of the commons might be necessary to enable social trust to frst emerge. More 

precisely, this contribution elaborates on the idea that the specifc organization of 

property relations within the commons as a bundle of rights helps solving 

fundamental collective action problems.

Nonetheless, such a structure of property rights is the end of the process, it is a 

fnal product. It is gradually attained because primary collective action problems are 

solved. Meanwhile, collective action problems are essentially externalities problems. 

How can a group of individuals overcome these? When potential non-cooperative 

behaviors are prevented, as well as when other positive and negative externalities  

issues are avoided. How can this be done when there is no external authority to 

enforce rules? By individuals developing an ability to take the externalities of their 

action into account and to trust that others will do the same, even in the absence of 

sanctions.

Social trust would therefore be nothing else that this belief that others will not 

take advantage, directly or indirectly, of one’s cooperative behavior. This belief 

would be strengthened throughout a gradual process where individuals would learn 

how to broaden the moral horizon of their actions to include externalities. 

Also, the very possibility of this development relies on the specifc features of 

customary systems and of the context they emerge in. We thus elaborate on 

Ostrom’s claim that the fact that these communities are established on a defned 

territory is in large parts responsible for the efciency of customary systems in the 

absence of a third-party enforcer: rules can be designed locally, between actors 

who have a direct incentive to monitor each other and enforce rules themselves if 

need be, in the absence of an external authority. We argue, following recent 

literature on the deontic nature of legal rules (Kletzer, 2018), that it comes from the 

regulation of force, by legitimization some of its uses against fellow-citizens while 

prohibiting others.

This way, we defend the idea that the virtuous circle of trust is made possible at 

this very frst stage thanks to customary mechanisms. We show that customary 

mechanisms make it possible for individuals to fnd empirical confrmations of their 

normative expectations. In other words: by providing them guarantees and direct 

empirical confrmations that others can be trustworthy, it reinforces their ability to 

build expectations towards the behavior of other individuals, which allows for the 

growth of their ability to trust. It is especially important that this process relies very 

little on the actual use of sanctions. 

Later in the development of complex societies, empirical confrmations of 

normative expectations are no longer necessary, because trust in the system is 

generally established. This feeling that trust is “natural” can thereby be misleading in 

our society, where entire market economies and complex societies function out of a 

widespread disposition to trust that is generally taken for granted. An important 



conclusion of our demonstration is therefore that social trust is, originally at least, a 

rational decision, meaning that it is compatible with the basic tenets of “economic” 

rationality. It goes against perspectives that highlight trust as a natural impulse or 

instinct, by focusing on the establishment of trustworthiness. 

Panel

Working with thick concepts in the social and behavioral sciences

Organizers: Catherine Herfeld and Maria Kronfeldner

General description

The social and behavioral sciences are plastered with thick concepts. Yet, 

despite recent discussions about the failure of the ideal of value-free science, their 

role and the implications their use might have with respect to this failure have not 

received a lot of attention. In this symposium, we want to initiate such a discussion 

by closely looking at how diferent social and behavioral sciences actually work with 

thick concepts. More specifcally, we will analyze how scientists actually use thick 

concepts in diferent contexts and which philosophical questions arise from their 

use with respect to the issues of explication, operationalization, experimentation, 

objectivity, under-determination, robustness, semantic complexity, and application. 

We consider a close look at scientifc practices to be fruitful because scientists, in 

contrast to philosophers, cannot just drop such concepts, just because they can be 

considered value-laden. In order to better understand how scientists can use thick 

concepts and draw further conclusions about how they should work with them, we 

will address the following four questions: 1) Does disentanglement fail in practice 

and if so why? 2) Where might values hide if operationalization is successful? 3) 

How should the infuence of values be handled? 4) Given that values also infuence 

concepts when they are applied to society, should the public be involved in the 

construction of concepts? Each paper will ofer an in-depth analysis of a specifc 

case study in a specifc discipline to address (some of) those questions. As a result, 

we will see interesting diferences in the answers that arise from the particularities of 

each feld. 



Charles Djordjevic (St. Olaf College) and Catherine Herfeld (University of 
Zurich) — Thick Concepts in Economics: The Case of Gary Becker’s Theory of 
Rational Addiction

In this paper, we examine the viability of the fact/value dichotomy in the social 

sciences by exploring the implications of using ‘thick concepts’ in social scientifc 

theories. Such concepts have an evaluative and a descriptive component. Our 

suggestion is that despite their attempt to rid thick concepts of their evaluative 

aspects, social scientists are often not successful in that attempt. More specifcally, 

by focusing on the attempt to remove the evaluative component of thick concepts 

via the strategy of explication, we show that often social scientists either have to 

make value judgements or are unable to individuate out the phenomenon under 

analysis. To support our claim, we focus on a particular case study from economics,  

namely the concept of addiction and its use in Gary Becker et al.’s Theory of  

Rational Addiction (1988, 1996). One consequence is that theories containing thick 

concepts commit the social scientist to making value judgements and as such 

undermine the dichotomy.

Magdalena Małecka (Marie Skłodowska-Curie Fellow at Stanford University 
& University of Helsinki) — Thick Concepts in the Research on Loss Aversion  

In cognitive psychology and behavioural science loss aversion is understood as 

a tendency to treat losses as looming more than gains. The concept was introduced 

by Amos Tversky and Daniel Kahneman in their seminal work on prospect theory 

(1979), where they stipulate that loss aversion is responsible for the shape of the 

value function. There is no theory of loss aversion, but the tendency itself, which 

Tversky and Kahneman claimed to observe in experiments testing the expected 

utility theory, has been further studied experimentally. Many cognitive psychologists 

and behavioural economists argue that loss aversion is a robust phenomenon. 

However, recently the robustness of the phenomenon of loss aversion has been 

questioned. It is claimed that the phenomenon is highly dependent on the 

experimental design and cultural and individual diferences. This paper wants to 

clarify the ways in which loss and loss aversion are conceptualized in the 

experimental work inspired by Kahneman and Tversky and the ways in which these 

concepts are operationalized in the experimental studies, which further clarifes the 

lack of robustness of experimental fndings on loss aversion. That loss is a thick 

concept is part of the reasons why there is a lack of robustness: diferent intuitions 

on which change is pejorative leads to conceptualizing the term diferently and 

ultimately to less robustness than behavioural scientists used to believe. 

Maria Kronfeldner (Central European University) — Thick Concepts and the 
Process of Disentangling Them 

The concept of aggression is a standard example for a thick concept and is  

often used by philosophers to illustrate their theories about thick concepts. Yet, the 

case has never been studied in depth and in practice, i.e. it is unclear how scientists 



actually deal with the case. If one assumes the value-free ideal of science, then 

scientists should purify such thick concepts, by establishing an operationalized 

counterpart. But, as the default view has it nowadays, this is not possible. Putnam 

(2002), for instance, has claimed (as others) that the shapelessness of thick 

concepts makes separating the descriptive and evaluative part of the concept 

impossible. This paper will use the case of aggression research to show (against the 

shapelessness claim) that, frst, sometimes disentanglement with respect to the 

involved concept is possible to a sufcient degree. Second, this does however not 

make aggression research value-free since the process of disentangling (and thus 

the re-defning of the concept) is marked by values. This is so since the conceptual 

decisions involved in operationalizations of thick concepts cannot be made 

objectively (i.e., completely free of values) since these decisions are under-

determined by the facts. This under-determination grows, as the paper shows, with 

the semantic complexity involved in a concept. By distinguishing between 

disentanglement as a process and a product the paper tries to cover the middle 

ground between an account of conceptual revision that overstates the infuence of 

values (a tendency in the current debates on value-ladenness in philosophy of 

science) and an account that ignores the infuence of values. 

Julian Reiss (JKU Linz) —Value Judgements in Socio-Economic Indicators 
and How to Handle Them

A predicate such as ‘has an infation rate of x%’ is not a thick ethical concept in 

the sense that it expresses descriptive content and an evaluation, unlike ‘is cruel’ or 

‘is courageous’. And yet, factual information and information about ethical values is 

needed in order to determine whether or not the predicate applies to a given 

economy (in a given period). Socio-economic indicators thus mix descriptive and 

normative components. To give an example, to measure consumer price infation, 

judgements have to be made about which goods are represented in the standard 

basket of goods (implying a value judgement about which goods are important), 

how quality changes are treated (implying a value judgement about what constitutes 

genuine consumer beneft), how individual household budgets are aggregated 

(implying a value judgement about which households are important). This paper has 

a twofold goal. It will, frst, rebut arguments to the efect that the normative content 

of socio-economic indicators is innocuous or eliminable or negligible. It will argue, in 

particular, that value judgements are not only made in the construction of the 

indicator but also in its application. The paper will, second, examine strategies for 

handling value judgements in science. Currently, few people other than specialist 

economists, government researchers and statisticians participate in the discussion 

of the appropriateness of measurement procedures. But as details about 

measurement procedures can have a signifcant efect on a broader public, one 

might consider whether the public should not play a greater role in indicator 

construction. The paper will apply numerous strategies of ‘public participation’ in 

science philosophers and science studies researchers have proposed to socio-

economic measurement and assess their likely success and potential for normative 

improvement.


