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Abstract 

In the literature of moral progress, there is an ongoing debate over the role of moral reasoning in enabling 

large-scale behavioural change. On the one hand, rationalists argue that more and better moral reasoning is 

key to overcoming moral ignorance, which is believed to undergird many problematic social practices. 

More specifically, many of them claim that monological introspection is the best form of moral reasoning. 

By abstracting oneself from the reality distorted by biasing emotions and arbitrary conventions, one is best 

able to identify objective moral truths. On the other hand, skeptics argue that moral reasoning often subverts 

moral progress by rationalizing and reinforcing the biased status quo.  Objectivity, on their view, is an 

illusion. Moral progress, if it exists, is to be pursued by nonrational means.  

 

My thesis makes two contributions to the debate. First, I argue that we need not be skeptical of the 

progressive force of moral reasoning in reforming moral judgements (and the moral norms that embody 

them). Drawing on the empirical literature on motivated moral reasoning, I argue that while motivational 

biases are indeed often resistant to individual introspection, they can be reliably and effectively identified 

and corrected if we adopt a discursive and accountable form of moral reasoning. Second, I argue that by 

focusing exclusively on moral reasoning, both rationalists and skeptics miss a more important question, 

which is the role of social reasoning in reforming social judgements (and the social norms that embody 

them). This neglect is problematic because (a) social judgments, not moral judgments, guide the majority 

of social practices; and (b) social judgments can rarely be revised by impartial moral reasoning alone as 

they have a distinctly group-normative logic. To fill the gap in the literature, I develop a new normative 

model of social reasoning that guides groups to revise their group norms, using group-rational attitudes 

such as solidarity, trust, and trustworthiness. The upshot is that to advance moral progress, not only do we 

need impartial moral reasoning, we also need partial social reasoning.  
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Chapter 1 

The Philosophical Model of Moral Progress 

1.1 Introduction 

 
A theory of moral progress asks two central questions: What is moral progress? How does it occur? 

The first question is a conceptual one. What makes a large-scale behavioural change an episode of 

moral progress rather than a case of moral regress or mere social change? Intuitively, the end of 

slavery, reductions in poverty, extensions of liberty, and increased respect for animals and nature 

count as instances of moral progress. But how do we account for our intuition? Is it due to an 

expanded moral circle, the improved management of interpersonal conflicts, greater compliance 

with valid moral norms, an increased recognition of solidarity or some combination thereof? 

Assuming there is a conceptually plausible account of moral progress, the second question is the 

more practical one: How does moral progress occur? Is it determined by supernatural forces (e.g. 

divine command) or natural forces (e.g. evolutionary biology)? Or is it the result of human agency, 

such as institutional reform, resource redistribution, collective action, moral learning and the 

internalization of normative attitudes and beliefs? My thesis focuses on a subset of the second 

question, namely: Does moral reasoning play a role in moral progress? And if so, what role? The 

answer turns out to be far more complicated than a simple choice between “yes” and “no”, and 

“subverting” and “enabling.” Over the next five chapters, I will explain the conditions under which 

moral reasoning plays a subverting, enabling or minimal role in different cases of moral progress. 

The goal of getting to the bottom of this question is to evaluate and sharpen moral reasoning as a 

tool of moral progress, understand its limits and develop new tools to supplement it. 

 

The thesis is structured in the following way. In Chapter 1, I begin with the Philosophical Model 

of moral progress and its limits. I explain why rationalists believe that philosophical reasoning (i.e. 
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monological and introspective reasoning) is key to improving moral judgements and social 

practices, and why skeptics think that they are wrong. Furthermore, I show why skeptics seem to 

be on the winning side of the debate by reviewing the recent empirical literature on motivated moral 

reasoning, which gravely limits the reliability and the effectiveness of the Philosophical Model in 

correcting biased moral judgements. Having outlined the limits of the Philosophical Model, in 

Chapter 2, I explore an alternative model of moral progress, called the Liberal-Democratic Model, 

that better overcomes them. Found in critical theory and pragmatist ethics, the Liberal-Democratic 

Model contrasts the Philosophical model by prescribing a dialogical and accountable form of moral 

reasoning. I illustrate its reliability and effectiveness in reforming biased moral judgements by 

looking at real-world cases of moral progress (e.g. the abolition of de jure slavery, the Civil Rights 

Movement). Yet, I argue that even the Liberal-Democratic Model fails to explain many 

paradigmatic cases of moral progress (e.g. the end of the British slave trade, the abandonment of 

footbinding in China) in which moral ignorance was not the main obstacle. In those cases, social 

practices persisted despite the widespread moral knowledge of their wrongness and ended only 

when the relevant social expectations were changed. Chapter 3 deepens the analysis of the limit of 

moral reasoning in changing social expectations. I engage the literature on social norms to explain 

the nature of social expectations. Defending the joint commitment account of social norms, I argue 

that social expectations are typically social judgments authorized by joint wills of particular groups. 

As such, social norms operate with a distinct group-normative logic that impartial moral reasoning 

fails to penetrate. In Chapter 4, I offer a novel normative model of social reasoning, called the 

Communitarian-Democratic Model, to revise social norms. Drawing on the old communitarianism 

literature and the new literature on social norms, I argue that partial yet group-rational attitudes 

such as solidarity, trust, and trustworthiness can guide groups to reform their social norms or joint 

commitments, enabling moral progress. I further note an important limit of the Communitarian-

Democratic Model, namely that it cannot identify social reasons to revise social norms that harm 

or oppress non-members. Finally, in Chapter 5, I round out the thesis by tracing the key implication 
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of analyses of the three normative models, namely that there is no one-size-fits-all approach to 

moral progress. Since each model has its own limits and strengths, it is vital to combine different 

models to supplement their respective weaknesses. I call this approach Model Pluralism. To 

illustrate the powerful, progressive force of model pluralism, I look at two important episodes of 

moral progress in practice: the British abolition of slave trade and the animal liberation movement. 

I discuss how the combined use of the Liberal-Democratic Model of moral reasoning and the 

Communitarian-Democratic Model of social reasoning best explains the end of the British slave 

trade and provides a more promising route ahead for ending animal exploitation.  

 

So, let us begin with the Philosophical Model, arguably a model of moral progress that has the 

longest history and the biggest influence in western philosophy. Enlightenment thinker Immanuel 

Kant believes that unthinking and blind conformity to authorities obstruct human emancipation, 

and moral reasoning sets us free. Likewise, contemporary moral philosopher Peter Singer believes 

that moral reasoning functions as an “escalator” that lifts humanity upwards from “both arbitrary 

subjectivism and an uncritical acceptance of the values of our community”.1 But not every form of 

moral reasoning plays such an enabling role. It has to be monological and introspective. The ideal 

reasoner is a lone and calm philosopher who abstracts herself from biasing elements in experience 

(e.g. social norms, unruly sentiments, subjective desires, ingroup bias) to arrive at an objective 

viewpoint, articulating universally valid moral principles, and then deriving moral judgments about 

particular cases from such principles through rules of logics and norms of consistency. Moral 

insights arise from objective and reflective reasoning, and objectivity and reflection occur when we 

introspect. 

 

                                                   
1 Peter Singer, “The escalator of reason,” in How Are We to Live (Amherst, MA: Prometheus, 1995), 226–
35, at 271. 
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However, the belief that moral reasoning can be objective and effective in revising our pre-existing 

moral judgments is a mere assumption. And it seems to be an assumption challenged by recent 

discoveries about motivated moral reasoning in empirical sciences, ranging from neuroscience, 

cognitive science, social psychology and history.2 Psychologist Jonathan Haidt’s influential Social 

Intuitionist Model, for example, shows that our moral reasoning is often both biased and post hoc. 

We tend to be biased towards pre-existing intuitive moral judgements, either because we are 

motivated to hold a coherent set of beliefs or we want to conform to peer expectations. Deliberation 

is not used to check on these pre-existing intuitive moral judgments. Rather, it is often used to 

search for evidence and build elaborate arguments to rationalize them.   

 

Rationalists have largely responded to the empirical challenge of biased moral reasoning by 

demanding more and better monological introspection. Singer, for example, believes that the 

empirical evidence merely proves that coherentist moral reasoning to be flawed because it still 

relies too much on common-sense intuitions. The hope of moral progress is to engage in purist 

moral reasoning, abstracting as much as we can. Others seek to qualify the empirical findings, 

suggesting that maybe moral reasoning over time can still improve our moral judgment.  

 

But these responses are largely inadequate, or so I will argue. Motivational biases, as I will 

demonstrate, infect both intuitive and principled moral reasoning. The proper lesson to draw from 

the empirical challenge is to focus less on the inputs of moral reasoning (e.g. intuitions vs 

principles, emotions vs reason), and more on the social conditions of moral reasoning. Just because 

individuals are poor judges of their own moral judgements, it does not mean that we are terrible 

judges of the moral judgements of another. This is an insight from the empirical discoveries that 

                                                   
2 For a summary of some of the recent developments, see Fiery Cushman, Victor Kumar, and Peter Railton, 
“Moral learning: Psychological and philosophical perspectives,” Cognition 167 (2017): 1–10. 



 

5 
 

many rationalists have missed. Indeed, in the next chapter, I will look at an alternative model of 

moral reasoning found in discourse ethics and pragmatist ethics, according to which reliable and 

effective moral learning comes from intersubjective justification under the conditions of inclusion 

and equality. On this alternative model, which I call the Liberal-Democratic Model, the focus 

moves from the What question (i.e. inputs) to the Who (i.e. participants) and the How questions (i.e. 

norms of discourse). And I will argue that such a political turn of moral epistemology is a more 

promising response to the empirical challenge of biased moral reasoning. But to motivate the need 

for this new model, we need to first understand how the Philosophical Model fails to answer the 

empirical challenge. 

 

1.2 The Concept of Moral Progress  

 
Although it is not the purpose of the thesis to defend a particular conception of moral progress, it 

is essential to provide a plausible conception of moral progress to get my project off the ground. 

For if moral progress is inconceivable, it simply makes no sense to explore how it occurs through 

practical reasoning.  

 

Before I provide a particular conception of moral progress, I want to first say what the concept of 

moral progress is not. First of all, moral progress is to be distinguished from scientific progress. 

The former is primarily concerned with the improvement of our normative practices (e.g. norms of 

respect, fairness, honour) whereas the latter is concerned with the improvement of non-normative 

practices (e.g. the development of cancer cures, the technology of organ transplantation). To be 

sure, technological innovations may be relevant to moral progress to the extent that they improve 

well-being. But it is only relevant because well-being is a measure of moral progress.  
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Second, moral progress is to be distinguished from mere social change. The concept of moral 

progress necessarily involves both a moral change and a change in positive direction. By contrast, 

the concept of social change is broader and need not involve a moral change or a positive change. 

For example, a change in dress code is neither moral nor progressive. It is an arbitrary non-

normative change in custom. This raises the question of the concept of “moral” as opposed to 

“social,” and whether the two can be clearly demarcated. This is indeed an important and 

underexplored question in the literature on moral learning and progress. The bulk of this thesis will 

be dedicated to exploring the relation between moral norms and social norms, and will argue that 

moral reasoning is necessary for learning moral norms and social reasoning is necessary for 

learning social norms. The details of the argument will unfold throughout the remainder of the 

chapters.  

 

Third, moral progress should further be distinguished from individual moral development. The unit 

of analysis of moral progress is always the group (including a community, a nation, and a social 

network) as opposed to the individual. For example, if a person goes vegan for ethical reasons, it 

may be a case of moral development. But it is only a case of moral progress if a society adopts the 

vegan norm with large-scale change in collective behaviour.  

 

Now that we know what moral progress is not, let me set out what I take to be a defensible 

conception of moral progress. To see why such a discussion is necessary, it is helpful to consider 

it from the perspective of those who are skeptical of its existence. There is a considerable amount 

of skepticism about any project of moral progress especially in the de- or post-colonial literature, 

which rightly argues that many wars, colonial conquests, and genocides have been committed in 

the name of moral progress. The imperative of moral progress is seemingly an imperialist agenda 

in disguise, trying to justify the imposition of one’s particular worldview onto another. The 
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suggestive title of Amy Allen’s recent book The End of Progress sends just this warning. More 

substantively, Allen singles out a conception of moral progress which she finds particularly 

dangerous. She calls it progress as “historical fact,” which has two pertinent features.3 First, it 

equates moral progress with the history of modernity, and on a global scale and in a linear fashion. 

She names Kant’s conception of progress as an example, which claims moral progress as a linear 

process of cultivation, civilization, and moralization from the global West to the global East. My 

thesis holds no metaphysical view of history nor does it adopt a global and linear conception of 

moral progress. To my knowledge, few contemporary theorists of moral progress defend this view. 

Peter Singer, Dale Jamieson, Rahel Jaeggi, Elizabeth Anderson, Rainer Forst, Michelle Moody-

Adams, Martha Nussbaum, and Allen Buchanan and Russell Powell all hold the view that moral 

progress is non-linear and local.4 In all of these naturalistic accounts, moral progress is seen as 

fragile and there is always the possibility of moral regress. Indeed, one can view the current rising 

tides of authoritarianism around the world as a trend of moral regress from the achievement of 

freedom and democracy in the twentieth century. Moreover, moral progress is local. Just as one 

community is experiencing moral progress, another can be experiencing moral regress. Also, within 

a single community, members can be advancing moral progress in one dimension (e.g. greater 

                                                   
3 See Amy Allen, The End of Progress: Decolonizing the Normative Foundations of Critical Theory (New 
York: Columbia University Press, 2016), esp. Chapter 1.  
4 Elizabeth Anderson, “Social movements, experiments in living, and moral progress: Case studies from 
Britain’s abolition of slavery,” in The Lindley Lecture (University of Kansas, 2014); Allen Buchanan and 
Russell Powell, “A pluralistic, dynamic conception of moral progress,” in The Evolution of Moral 
Progress: A Biocultural Theory (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2018); Cushman, Kumar, and Railton, 
“Moral learning”; Rainer Forst, “The concept of progress,” in Normativity and Power: Analyzing Social 
Orders of Justification (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2017), Chapter 4; Jonathan Haidt, “The 
emotional dog and its rational tail: A social intuitionist approach to moral judgment,” Psychological Review 
108, no. 5 (2001): 814–34; Rahel Jaeggi, “‘Resistance to the perpetual danger of relapse’: Moral progress 
and social change,” in From Alienation to Forms of Life: The Critical Theory of Rahel Jaeggi, ed. Amy 
Allen and Eduardo Mendieta (Philadelphia: Penn State University Press, 2018), Chapter 2; Dale Jamieson, 
Morality’s Progress: Essays on Humans, Other Animals, and the Rest of Nature (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 
2002); Michele M. Moody-Adams, “The idea of moral progress,” Metaphilosophy 30, no. 3 (1999): 168–
85; Martha Nussbaum, “On moral progress: A response to Richard Rorty,” The University of Chicago Law 
Review 74, no. 3 (2007): 939–60; Peter Singer, The Expanding Circle: Ethics, Evolution, and Moral 
Progress (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2011). 
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respect for animals) and regress in another (e.g. diminishing tolerance toward cultural and ethnic 

minorities).  

 

By adopting a non-linear and local view of moral progress, we can avoid some of the naïve grand 

claims about moral progress. But there is a second feature to Allen’s historical conception of moral 

progress which she finds morally suspect. She writes:  

On what basis do we claim to know what counts as progress? Does 
a judgment about historical progress not presume knowledge of 
what counts as the end point or goal of that historical 
development? And how could this be known without having 
access to some God’s-eye point of view or point of view of the 
Absolute, ideas that go against the basic methodological 
assumptions of critical theory, in particular its desire to avoid 
foundationalism? But if we aren’t willing to posit such a God’s-
eye point of view or to consider the standards by which we 
measure progress to be known sub specie aeternitatis, then we are 
left with the idea that we have to make judgments about what 
counts as progress from our own, internal, reconstructive point of 
view. And in that case, we must confront the worry that, insofar 
as judgments about progress rely on our own current beliefs and 
principles, they may appear, as Charles Larmore has put it, 
“irredeemably parochial.” “Is not the notion of progress,” 
Larmore asks, “basically an instrument of self-congratulation?”5  

In my view, this feature is thoroughly epistemological (or meta-normative) rather than historical. 

As such, the “historical” label is somewhat misleading. While Allen’s target is critical theory, her 

epistemological concern applies to all conceptions of moral progress that aspire to offer normative 

guidance to measure moral progress across different cultures and times. Peter Singer, for example, 

measures moral progress by the extent to which a society expands its circle of moral concern. Peter 

Railton, to take another example, measures moral progress by how moral norms function to 

mitigate intergroup conflicts.6 Allen is skeptical as to whether we can find any such normative 

standards without being self-congratulatory with regard to one’s own culture. Singer may be self-

congratulatory of his cosmopolitan vision of morality. And Railton may favour a morality that is 

                                                   
5 Allen, End of Progress, 19. 
6 Peter Railton, “Moral realism,” Philosophical Review 95, no. 2 (1986): 163–207. 



 

9 
 

mainly about conflict resolution. To avoid such errors, Allen suggests that we adopt a Foucauldian 

account of epistemology which, in her view, practices epistemic humility and avoids parochial bias 

in general and Eurocentric bias in particular. This is not the place to evaluate whether her 

Foucauldian epistemology succeeds in giving us an unbiased conception of moral progress, or 

indeed any such conception at all. Rather, my concern is that while we must acknowledge human 

fallibility in moral judgements about what counts as progressive, we must also find a plausible 

conception of moral progress that firmly acknowledges the abolition of slavery, the reduction in 

poverty and class privilege, the process of decolonization and the institutions of universal human 

rights as cases of moral progress. In other words, we should not shy away from seeking out and 

identifying normative standards across cultures and times. To be epistemically confident over the 

right standards is morally necessary to guard against moral regress. Allen’s extreme epistemic 

skepticism towards any normative criteria of moral progress (as illustrated in her ambivalence 

towards gay rights as a case of moral progress7) is equally conceptually untenable and morally 

dangerous. The key is to reliably identify normative standards of moral progress.  

 

In my view, this is where the role of practical reasoning comes in: to develop a reliable method of 

moral learning to avoid the pitfalls of extreme skepticism and naïve confidence. On this point, I 

share Allen’s concern that we have not identified a reliable epistemology of moral progress. Many 

existing conceptions of moral progress simply measure compliance with moral principles or norms 

specified by substantive moral theories (e.g. utilitarianism, virtue theory, capabilities, deontology). 

There are two problems with this. There is no reason to believe that our normative criteria of moral 

progress are fixed. Our circumstances are dynamic, such that the criteria of progress should also 

evolve correspondingly. Moreover, human reason is fallible, and we should proceed cautiously 

with pre-existing normative criteria of moral progress. So, a theory of moral learning stands at one 

                                                   
7 See Chapter 3 of Allen’s End of Progress in general. 
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remove from substantive theorizing. As Buchanan and Powell rightly argue, a theory of moral 

learning should encompass a wide range of epistemic skills including developing better moral 

concepts, better understandings of virtues, better moral motivations, better moral reasoning 

(involving better construction and application of moral concepts), better recognition of the demands 

of morality, solidarity, and justice are all integral parts of moral learning. A theory of moral learning 

cannot be reduced to identifying an index of moral progress. It asks how we can reliably identify 

the index. A defensible conception of moral progress is open-ended in terms of its normative 

criteria. This point is driven home by Buchanan and Powell.8 An open-ended conception of moral 

progress does not offer a fixed end-point and then measures moral progress by its approximation. 

Rather, it provides a provisional qualifier that explains paradigmatic cases of moral progress (e.g. 

the end of slavery, the abolition of war, greater respect for animals and nature). In coming up with 

the provisional qualifier, we must recognize the corrigibility of moral progress judgements – 

indeed, this is the central concern of this chapter and the next – and explore how reliable moral 

judgements can be formed under non-ideal conditions of pervasive cognitive biases. Essentially, 

we are developing a non-ideal moral epistemology.  

 

Before I delve into a discussion of the relation between moral learning and moral reasoning, I wish 

to say one more thing about the conception of moral progress. So far, I have stipulated that moral 

progress is non-linear, local, and open-ended. It should also be pluralistic.9 Reliable moral learning 

is only one part of moral progress. A complete theory of moral progress covers other aspects as 

well. For example, better compliance with valid moral norms and better management of intergroup 

conflicts and resource distribution are all part and parcel of moral progress. This is an expansive 

conception of moral progress. One may wonder if mere compliance is a case of moral progress, if 

it is not accompanied by moral reasoning or motivation. Again, following Buchanan and Powell, 

                                                   
8 Buchanan and Powell, Evolution of Moral Progress, 96–97. 
9 Ibid, 53–63. 
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so long as a change in large-scale behavioural patterns is not accidental but agential and its direction 

is morally progressive, then even if it is not exclusively morally motivated but, say, socially 

motivated, I do not see why it cannot be characterized as a case of moral progress. For example, 

some may argue that since the abolition of the Atlantic slave trade was motivated by national 

honour rather than by justice, it is not a case of moral progress. In my view, this is an extremely 

narrow view of moral progress. The abolition should be considered as a case of moral progress 

because it involves a non-accidental, large-scale behavioural change in line with moral demands. 

Indeed, in Chapters 3 and 4, I argue that social motivation (of which national honour is a common 

example) accounts for many cases of moral progress (e.g. the end of footbinding, the abolition of 

duelling, the abolition of female genital cutting).  

 

1.3 The Philosophical Model of Moral Progress  

 

The preceding discussion has shown that moral progress is neither conceptually implausible nor 

morally suspect, so long as we adopt a non-linear, local, open-ended, and pluralistic conception. 

And an open-ended conception of moral progress requires a reliable model of moral learning, which 

can form and reform normative criteria of moral progress in light of new circumstances. What does 

a reliable model look like? How does it help us learn about the demands of morality and unlearn 

our mistakes? In the Western rationalist tradition, the dominant model is the Philosophical Model 

of Moral Progress, according to which moral learning is monological and introspective. There are 

two major versions of the Model: the purist version and the coherentist version. Both versions hold 

that monological introspection guided by impartial and justificatory logic can identify the rational 

basis of our moral judgements; and once we find such a basis lacking, we are compelled to change 

our pre-existing moral judgements, producing moral learning. The key difference between the two 

versions is their inputs. Purist accounts begin from the point of the universal, with fact-free general 
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moral principles, whereas coherentists begin from the point of current society, with intuitive moral 

judgements about particular cases. Let me explain.  

 

What explains the progressive force of sound moral reasoning though? It is widely assumed, though 

not always explicitly stated, that sound moral reasoning is unbiased and effective. It is unbiased by 

unruly sentiments, selfish desires and arbitrary conventions. And it is effective in producing sound 

moral judgements and revising unsound moral judgements. Under what conditions is moral 

reasoning sound or reliable? This raises the question of the method of moral learning. In the 

(Western) rationalist tradition, there are two dominant methods. Purists (e.g. Kant, Singer) believe 

that moral reasoning, purified of common-sense intuitions shaped by experiences, is more reliable. 

They try to derive moral principles from considerations that are themselves untainted by 

experiences, such as self-evident truths, rules of logic and hard facts. By contrast, coherentists (e.g. 

John Rawls, Thomas Scanlon) doubt the existence of a priori moral truths and derive moral 

principles by going back and forth between intuitive moral judgements about particular cases and 

general moral principles and empirical theories until a reflective equilibrium is reached. The key 

difference between the purist and the coherentist methods pertains to the inputs (the What question): 

Should we give any weight to intuitive moral judgements? Both purists and coherentists do not 

seem to pay much attention to the standing (the Who question) and the norms of deliberation (the 

How question). Implicitly for both, the person doing the moral reasoning is a lone moral 

philosopher as opposed to a community of citizens or rival groups of citizens; and deliberation is 

guided by norms of introspection (e.g. consistency) as opposed to norms of intersubjective 

justification (e.g. mutual accountability). For this reason, both purist and coherentist methods of 

moral learning fall under what I call the Philosophical Model, according to which moral insights 

are generated by monological inspection of putative moral experts, namely philosophers.  
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1.3.1 The Purist Version 

In the Western rationalist tradition, there are many purists across first-order normative positions. 

Kant is perhaps the most famous purist in the deontological tradition; whereas Henry Sidgwick and 

his successor Peter Singer are the two most quoted purists in the utilitarian tradition. What makes 

them all purists, regardless of the substantive moral principles they espouse, is their commitment 

to a method of moral inquiry that is purified of facts. In this section, I choose to focus on Singer’s 

account of purist moral reasoning as an illustration because he explicitly links it to moral progress, 

and, as we will see later, he argues that the empirical findings about bias support rather than 

undermine his version of purist moral reasoning.  

 

Singer sees the limits of altruism (or selfish desires) and arbitrary conventions as the main obstacles 

to moral progress. The former makes us biased towards the interests of ourselves and our own 

groups, while the latter narrow our visions. Sound moral reasoning, in contrast, can overcome self-

serving and ingroup biases and help us adopt the objective point of view. Assuming for the sake of 

argument that the end-point of morality is equal consideration of the interests of all, why should 

we believe that moral reasoning can help us get there? Singer argues that moral reasoning gets us 

there by performing a negative task and a positive task.  

 

The negative task involves rejecting customs as a source of ethical authority.10 Humans are thrown 

into a world with conventions inherited from evolutionary and cultural history. They appear to us 

as “naturally right” and “inevitable.”11 But moral reason, by its very nature, is critical and reflective. 

It is critical by refusing to blindly and unthinkingly obey the habits of the past. It asks, “Why follow 

                                                   
10 Singer, The Expanding Circle, 100. In Singer’s writing on moral reasoning, as in others, conventions, 
social norms, and customs are not clearly defined or distinguished from one another. 
11 Ibid, 98. 
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this one [convention]?”12 Moral reason is also reflective in that it seeks a rational basis for a moral 

judgement. If one answers the question above by saying “because it is the way it is,” a rational 

moral reasoner cannot accept it as adequate. It is not adequate because it is a mere description or 

representation of what is. Moral reasoning is inherently justificatory: What should it really be? 

Singer describes Socrates as an ideal moral reasoner, who spends his life criticizing the 

conventional morality of his day (e.g. the norms of justice, courage, piety). In doing so, Socrates 

takes an outsider’s perspective on his own society. And once we adopt the outsider perspective, our 

customs will appear as simply one system among a number of different possible systems, and as 

such arbitrary. If my customs are arbitrary from an outsider point of view, then the customs of 

others are equally arbitrary, too. The process of justification necessarily lifts one’s parochial view 

up to the universe’s point of view where there are no bounds of groups and their conventions. Moral 

reasoning is in this way expansive.  

 

But refusing to conform to parochial conventions is only the negative task. Having realized that 

such conventions are an inadequate basis, how does moral reasoning perform the positive task, 

namely determining what the rational basis is from the point of view of the universe? What matters 

when we are stripped of conventional beliefs? In Singer’s view, we can only arrive at this answer 

by reflecting on the self-evident truths. He owes his method of moral inquiry to Sidgwick. Self-

evident truths are rational intuitions which are non-inferentially valid. They do not need to appeal 

to any facts (or interpretation thereof) for their validity. They are such propositions with “real 

clearness and certainty,” akin to mathematical axioms.13 From the point of view of the universe, 

we would have abstracted all morally irrelevant features, our cultures, race, gender, etc. The 

relevant point is that we are all creatures with interests. Our interests can conflict with one another. 

                                                   
12 Ibid, 95. 
13 Ibid, 200. 
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How should we resolve the conflict? Singer rejects egoism, because it violates the very feature of 

justification. If egoism were true, one would be simultaneously holding:  

(1) if I claim that what I do is right, while what you do is wrong, I 
must give some reason other than the fact that my action benefits 
me (or my kin, or my village) while your action benefits you (or 
your kin, or your village); and yet 

(2) I can claim that what I do is right, while what you do is wrong, 
merely on grounds that my act benefits my society whereas your 
act benefits your society.14  

And he claims that “reasoning beings will not, insofar as they do reason, accept this kind of conflict 

in their beliefs.” It is conceptually impossible for me to believe that it is right and that it is right 

only because it favours me. We may then ask what an impartial moral reasoner would choose? 

Singer believes that one would necessarily choose the principle of equal consideration of interest 

of all. He writes: “Taking the impartial element in ethical reasoning to its logical conclusion means, 

first, accepting that we ought to have equal concern for all human beings.”15 Moral reasoning is in 

this way unbiased or impartial in its motivation.  

 

Singer argues that if we are rational, that is, if we derive all moral judgements about particular cases 

from such fact-free moral principle rather than intuitions shaped by conventions, we will be able to 

form sound moral judgements. To the extent that sound moral judgements guide our action, 

morality progresses. To use Singer’s example, we can look at the development of the laws of 

inheritance.16 In many parts of Europe, the law of inheritance forbade foreigners to be beneficiaries. 

If a German who owned property in France died, his property was confiscated. France abolished 

                                                   
14 Ibid, 119. 
15 Ibid. Singer also believes that moral reasoning forces us to expand the circle to animals who can suffer 
because the distinction between species is as arbitrary as the distinction between race. See ibid, 120. It is, of 
course, controversial whether this is what rational agents would endorse at the point of view of the 
universe. For example, Kant yields different principles at the point of view of the universe in the form of 
the three categorical imperatives. But my concern is not the substance of the principles arrived at through 
purist moral reasoning. Rather, it is the form of reasoning.  
16 Ibid, 168–69. 
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this law in the 1790s because the Assembly considered it contrary to the principle of human 

brotherhood. Singer believes this to be a fine example of sound moral reasoning which overcomes 

the narrow tendencies of kin altruism and the arbitrary force of customs. The aspiration of logical 

consistency and the embarrassment of shaky moral ground are the engines of moral progress.  

 

Even though other purists may disagree with the particular content of foundational moral truths 

(i.e. equal consideration of the interests of all), many share Singer’s commitment to abstraction and 

justification of particular moral judgements with reference to moral principles.  

 

1.3.2 The Coherentist Version 

Coherentists share the purists’ ambition to identify a rational basis for moral judgements, but they 

refuse to begin from a minimal set of self-evident truths or rational intuitions, because they consider 

them metaphysically and epistemologically suspect. Coherentists tend to be constructivist as 

opposed to realist about the existence of morality. They also doubt if there are any moral principles 

which can and should never be revised. Given such skepticism toward a priori moral truths, 

coherentists ground moral judgements in terms of some “fit” between common-sense intuitions, 

principles, moral and non-moral theories. Like purists, coherentists are internally diverse. But the 

methods of reflective equilibrium are arguably the most popular among coherentists and Rawls’s 

particular method of reflective equilibrium is the most influential in contemporary moral 

philosophy. For this reason, I will focus on his work.17  

 

Rawls’s reflective equilibrium differs most sharply from purist moral reasoning in terms of the 

initial inputs. Instead of abstracting from experience entirely, he begins from a large set of initial 

                                                   
17 John Rawls, A Theory of Justice, 2nd Edition (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1999). 
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moral judgements. So, he does not ascend to the point of view of the timeless universe, but instead 

adopts the point of view of existing society. The current society provides us with intuitive moral 

judgements. They are intuitive in the sense that they are cognitively spontaneous. Their content 

might be particular (e.g. incest is wrong) or general (e.g. all humans are equal). The first step on 

the road to reflective equilibrium for a moral reasoner is to eliminate those initial moral judgements 

that are unstable or formed under emotional distress or those in which one has little confidence. 

The assumptions here are that certain emotions have biasing effects and that confidence indicates 

reliability. The hope is to bar biases from entering into the mix. Once a moral reasoner obtains 

considered (or unbiased) moral judgements, she is to formulate a moral theory, comprising a set of 

moral principles that accounts for these considered moral judgements. Neither considered moral 

judgements nor moral principles are privileged. Both must be subject to mutual adjustment until a 

system of coherent moral beliefs is formed. If an emergent theory conflicts with central, very 

confidently made considered judgements, a moral reasoner must revise the theory. But if a well-

confirmed element of the theory that is independently plausible is found to conflict with less firmly 

held considered judgements, then the moral reasoner should revise the judgements. Here a narrow 

reflective equilibrium is arrived. The next step is to consider alternative moral theories and 

background theories (e.g. theories about society, psychology, economics) that the reasoner accepts 

to attain a wide reflective equilibrium to gain the most plausibility.  

 

Apart from the what question, the method of reflective equilibrium is similar to purist moral 

reasoning in terms of how and who does the reasoning. As the above discussion implies, a moral 

reasoner is still guided by impartial motivation and justificatory logic. She is not to privilege 

judgements or principles that benefits her or is central only to her. The ideal moral reasoner, as 

Rawls stipulates, is a rational agent who is stripped from their arbitrary identities, guided by a 

conception of moral person that is free and equal. Moreover, a moral reasoner must also critically 

reflect on the rational basis of each relevant belief, and not merely go along with intuitions and 
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respond to emotions. Otherwise, there is little motivation for revising intuitive moral judgements. 

For example, one may start with the intuitive moral judgement that gay marriage is wrong. This 

judgement entails the moral principle that only marriages between men and women are morally 

acceptable. One then fairly tests this principle against all relevant background theories and moral 

theories (e.g. evolutionary theory, child psychology, moral principles about equality and fairness) 

and not only those principles or judgements (e.g. religious doctrines) that favour the pre-existing 

intuitions and principles, even if she is religious.   

 

1.3.3 The Role of Philosophical Expertise  

One may wonder why I characterize the purist and coherentist methods of moral learning as 

philosophical. For sure, both purists and coherentists argue that monological introspection, with 

varying degrees of abstraction, yield moral insights. But it does not seem central to their claims that 

the moral reasoner is a philosopher. Rational intuitions can be arrived at by any rational agent just 

as reflective equilibria can be arrived at by any free and equal moral person. Aren’t we all rational 

and moral agents in virtue of our humanity? In principle, yes. But in practice, the techniques of 

introspection and the understanding of moral theories and principles are of such an abstract and 

complicated nature that only philosophers possess them, or so the argument’s proponents tend to 

suggest. Indeed, the role of ordinary citizens, with their identities, experiential knowledge, and 

emotions, is minimal.  

 

Dale Jamieson makes this point explicit when he discusses the role of philosophers in moral 

learning and progress.18 First of all, philosophers are trained in logic, which allows them to detect 

fallacies and to separate good arguments from bad. They can also identify premises and point to 

those which require additional support.19 Second, philosophers are trained in thinking about moral 

                                                   
18 Jamieson, Morality’s Progress. 
19 Ibid, 44. 
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concepts and the relationship between the good and the bad tends to be too complicated for ordinary 

citizens. Ordinary citizens tend to think in terms of black and white, simplifying the complexities 

of morality. They rely too heavily on intuitions and make inconsistent decisions, as they have little 

knowledge of moral theories and fundamental moral principles. Finally, philosophers are 

sufficiently insulated from the pressures of ordinary life, and therefore can be more impartial. In 

Jamieson’s view, philosophers are moral experts in the way that physicians are experts in medicine. 

They are the ones from whom we seek moral guidance. Jamieson praises Peter Singer and Tom 

Regan for inspiring the animal rights movement through their moral argumentation about the equal 

status of humans and animals. And in the Civil Rights Movement, we can hear the voices of Kant 

and Mill who give us the principles of all men being equal.20 So the point here is that philosophers 

have better epistemic access to morality due to their logical training, knowledge of moral principles, 

and theory, and their socio-economic position and professional ethic make them less susceptible to 

problematic motivations from real life.  

 

1.4 Empirical Challenges to the Philosophical Model  

 

As we can see from the preceding discussion, both purists and coherentists assume that moral 

reasoning can be unbiased and effective in revising false moral beliefs. This, of course, is just an 

assumption. 21  In this section, I present compelling empirical evidence undermining that 

assumption. The broad empirical literature that I focus on is motivated moral reasoning. Motivated 

moral reasoning, as defined by psychologists Peter Ditto, David Pizarro, David Tannenbuam, refers 

                                                   
20 Ibid, 24–26. 
21 Put differently, purists and coherentists are all rationalists, believing that critical reflection often 
influences moral judgements. In this chapter I focus on the empirical evidence that challenges this view. 
But it must be noted that there is empirical evidence supporting it. See Daniel M. Bartels, “Principled moral 
sentiment and the flexibility of moral judgment and decision making,” Cognition 108, no. 2 (2008): 381–
417; David A. Pizarro and P. Bloom, “The intelligence of the moral intuitions: Comment on Haidt (2001),” 
Psychological Review 110, no. 1 (2003): 193–96; Lawrence Kohlberg, The Psychology of Moral 
Development (New York: Harper and Row, 1984). 
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to “situations in which judgement is motivated by a desire to reach a particular moral conclusion.”22 

If motivated moral reasoning is true, then moral reasoning is neither unbiased (because motivated) 

nor effective (because post-hoc). There are different psychological models to explain the ways in 

which moral reasoning is motivated. I shall focus on one of the most influential models, the Social 

Intuitionist Model (SIM) developed by Jonathan Haidt.  According to the SIM, moral reasoning 

tends to rationalize pre-existing moral intuitions. It is both biased towards the status quo and 

ineffective in changing it. It is built on the basic insight of David Hume, eighteenth-century 

philosopher of the sentimentalist tradition, that “reason is and ought only to be the slave of the 

passions.” Some purists, such as Singer, argue that SIM provides empirical support for the 

reliability of purist moral reasoning over coherentist moral reasoning. I argue that while it does 

undermine the reliability of coherentist moral reasoning, new empirical research inspired by SIM 

suggests that purist moral reasoning is equally vulnerable to biases and post hoc rationalization. 

Finally, I consider some responses from the defenders of the Philosophical Model to either qualify 

the findings of SIM or improve the reliability of inputs. But I reject them as failing to get to the 

root cause of biases.  

 

1.4.1 Bias in Intuitive Moral Reasoning  

The dual process model of mental processing is predominant within contemporary cognitive and 

social psychology. The model argues that mental processing proceeds with a dual system 

framework. System 1 is heuristic-based, unconscious, and quick. By contrast, System 2 is 

reasoning-based, conscious, and slow. Haidt develops his SIM for moral reasoning in particular 

using the dual process model. Through a series of experiments, he and his collaborators show that 

intuitive moral judgements are products of System 1 reasoning, and when we try to critically reflect 

                                                   
22 Peter H. Ditto, David A. Pizarro, and David Tannenbaum, “Motivated moral reasoning,” in The 
Psychology of Learning and Motivation, Vol. 50, ed. Daniel Bartels, Christopher Bauman, Linda Skitka, 
and Douglas Medin (Cambridge, MA: Academic Press, 2010), 307–34, at 312. 
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on them using System 2 reasoning, it readily constructs rationalizations for products of System 1. 

Cordelia Fine helpfully identifies two central claims that Haidt makes regarding our moral 

reasoning.23 First, moral reasoning is motivated, “like a lawyer defending a client rather than a 

judge or scientist seeking truth.”24 Second, moral reasoning is post hoc, as it “readily constructs 

justifications of intuitive judgements, causing the illusion of objective reasoning.”25    

 

Haidt supports his view with a wide array of experimental findings. One of the most widely quoted 

experiments by philosophers and psychologists is as follows:  

Julie and Mark are brother and sister. They are travelling together 
in France on summer vacation from college. One night they are 
staying alone in a cabin near the beach. They decide that it would 
be interesting and fun if they tried making love. At the very least, 
it would be a new experience for each of them. Julie was already 
taking birth control pills, but Mark uses a condom too, just to be 
safe. They both enjoy making love, but they decide not to do it 
again. They keep that night as a special secret, which makes them 
feel even closer to each other. What do you think about that? Was 
it okay for them to make love?26  

Haidt found that most participants answered immediately that it was immoral. When asked why, 

they began to search for reasons. Many participants would argue that incest is wrong, because of 

the risk of inbreeding and the possible psychological harm to the siblings. However, when the 

experimenter pointed out to the participants that these considerations did not apply in this case as 

they were stipulated away, the participants would still refuse to withdraw their initial moral 

judgement that incest was morally wrong. Many would just say, “I don’t know, I can’t explain it, I 

just know it’s wrong.”27 According to Haidt, since these individuals were offering bad reasons or 

were not able to provide any further justification in support of their judgements, it does not seem 

                                                   
23 Cordelia Fine, “Is the emotional dog wagging its rational tail, or chasing it?” Philosophical Explorations 
9, no. 1 (2006): 83–98, at 95. 
24 Haidt, “The emotional dog,” 820. 
25 Ibid, 822. 
26 Ibid, 814. 
27 Ibid, 814. 
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plausible to hold that their judgements were generated by genuine reasoning. It seems more likely 

that these individuals were using reasoning to rationalize their intuitions in a post hoc way.28 He 

argues that, in fact, most moral judgements arise in this manner.  

 

In another important experiment, Haidt and his collaborator hypnotized participants and told them 

to feel disgust when they encountered the emotionally neutral words “take” or “often.” Participants 

were then asked to judge vignettes in which people behaved in morally problematic ways or in 

entirely unproblematic ways. Half the participants were given versions of the vignettes with the 

hypnotic cue word included, while the other half received nearly identical versions of the vignettes 

with the hypnotic word omitted. One of the morally problematic vignettes reads:  

Congressman Arnold Paxton frequently gives speeches 
condemning corruption and arguing for campaign finance reform. 
But he is just trying to cover up the fact that he himself [will take 
bribes from/is often bribed by] the tobacco lobby, and other 
special interests, to promote their legislation.29  

And one of the morally benign versions reads:  

Dan is a student council representative at his school. This semester 
he is in charge of scheduling discussions about academic issues. 
He [tries to take/often picks] topics that appeal to both professors 
and students in order to stimulate discussion.30 

Predictably, the presence of the hypnotic cue word in the morally problematic scenarios led the 

participants to assess the transgressions significantly more harshly. Shockingly though, the 

presence of the cue word in the morally benign scenarios led the majority of participants to judge 

that the agent’s actions were morally problematic. Participants were then asked to account for their 

negative evaluations of the seemingly innocuous, or perhaps even laudable, behaviour of a student 

council representative to pick topics that appeal to both professors and students in order to stimulate 

                                                   
28 Ibid, 822. 
29 Thalia Wheatley and Jonathan Haidt, “Hypnotic disgust makes moral judgments more severe,” 
Psychological Science 16, no. 10 (2005): 780–84, at 781. 
30 Ibid, 782. 
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discussion. Many were unable to justify their evaluations. Some gestured at rather implausible 

claims: e.g. the student representative was “up to something” or “a popularity seeking snob.” Like 

the first experiment, System 2 reasoning does not critically reflect on the rational basis of System 

1 intuitions but readily constructs justifications for them. Even if we fail to come up with good 

reasons to justify intuitions, we refuse to revise our pre-existing intuitive moral judgements. The 

process of impartial justification is an illusion, as is its ability to improve moral judgements. 

 

As Matthew Liao rightly points out, many theorists focus exclusively on Haidt’s claim about the 

post hoc nature of reasoning, which the above experiments clearly demonstrate, and as a result they 

tend to neglect another central claim that Haidt also makes, namely that moral reasoning is biased 

towards the status quo.31 We must ask why moral reasoners tend to hold onto their pre-existing 

intuitions, even when they fail to find a rational basis for them? What overrides our motivation to 

be impartial or truth-seeking? Haidt identifies two sorts of motivations that bias our reasoning. The 

first is relatedness motives.32 According to these motives, we tend to be motivated to agree with 

our peers, and, as a result, we tend to actually agree with our peers. Haidt cites, for example, studies 

by Chen, Shechter and Chaiken, which found that people who expected to discuss an issue with a 

partner whose attitudes were known tended to express attitudes that were evaluatively consistent 

with the partner’s opinion. We conform to our peers’ judgement so as to appear agreeable. This 

“go along to get along” is a heuristic, and, as Haidt characterizes it, a bias, because it does not track 

truth but merely the peer expectation.33 We are partial to our peers as we reason about morality. 

This is likely the explanation for the first experiment discussed above. Since peers in our 

community consider sibling sex to be immoral, we tend to conform to our peers’ moral judgement, 

even though it is not rational.  

                                                   
31 Matthew Liao, “Bias and reasoning: Haidt’s theory of moral judgment,” in New Waves in Ethics, ed. 
Thom Brooks (Basingstoke: Palgrave, 2010), 108–27.  
32 Haidt, “The emotional dog,” 821. 
33 Ibid, 820. 
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The other sort of motives at work, Haidt claims, is coherence motives. 34  According to these 

motives, we tend to try to keep our attitudes and beliefs congruent with the beliefs and attitudes 

that are central to our identity, and we tend to dismiss evidence that threatens attitudes and beliefs 

that are constitutive of our identity. He cites Lord, Ross and Lepper’s study, among others, to 

support his claim. In their study, two groups of people were selected: one strongly in favour of 

capital punishment and the other strongly opposed to it. The researchers gave people from both 

groups some “mixed evidence,” namely a piece of new research suggesting that capital punishment 

was an effective deterrent and a piece of new research suggesting that capital punishment was an 

ineffective deterrent. Not only did the mixed evidence not change their pre-existing moral 

intuitions, but people even tended to hold more strongly to their pre-existing moral intuitions after 

viewing the mixed evidence. This is not rational because mixed evidence should undermine our 

confidence in our pre-existing beliefs rather than increase it. The implication here is that certain 

moral judgements are central to our identity. When they are threatened, we are motivated to protect 

them, at the expense of impartiality. Coherence motives of such kind, Haidt concludes, are biasing. 

Coherence bias may be at work again in the first experiment. If one’s pre-existing moral system 

strongly condemns incest, then even if we are presented contradicting beliefs that incest is not 

necessarily harmful, people refuse to revise their moral intuition about incest.  

 

As one may have already noticed, the SIM of moral reasoning threatens the reliability of coherentist 

moral reasoning the most, because it challenges its assumptions that intuitive moral judgements are 

reliable inputs and that they can be effectively revised under coherence pressure. Indeed, Singer 

believes that the SIM supports his purist method and discredits the method of reflective 

equilibrium.35 Purists have long been skeptical of the use of common-sense intuitions as a starting 

                                                   
34 Ibid. 
35 Singer, The Expanding Circle. 



 

25 
 

point. Their claim is that if common-sense intuitions are flawed data, why should they enjoy any 

evidential weight at all? Why would the mere coherence of flawed data and correct data justify a 

belief? Surely, a coherent homophobia is still wrong. Coherentists often argue that we need to start 

somewhere, and that ordinary intuitions – intuitions shaped by our social conventions and cultural 

history – are a credible starting point so long as they are not fixed. But the SIM suggests that they 

are more fixed than assumed. System 2, conscious and slow reasoning, cannot penetrate them.36 

Rather, it rationalizes and reinforces them. If we start with a homophobic intuition from System 1, 

we are likely to end up with a rationalized homophobic intuition, especially if the homophobic 

intuition is central to one’s moral identity or is the pre-existing peer expectation. System 2 is not 

an impartial judge to critically reflect on products of System 1; it is a biased lawyer motivated to 

justify a foregone conclusion from System 1.  

 

Singer concludes from Haidt’s findings that purist moral reasoning is to be preferred for reasons of 

reliability and effectiveness. But this is too hasty a conclusion to reach. In my view, the most the 

SIM suggests is that coherentist moral reasoning, given its reliance on moral intuitions and lack of 

debiasing strategies, is unreliable and ineffective. This is because, as we have seen, System 2 cannot 

be relied on to debias the products of System 1, of which common-sense intuitions are a part. But 

nowhere does Haidt’s SIM suggest that we can reliably identify self-evident moral truths and derive 

moral conclusions from them. Singer assumes that purist moral reasoning operates like System 2, 

                                                   
36 Frank Hindriks challenges this claim, arguing that the moral disengagement theory from social 
psychology shows that moral intuitions can be pierced by moral reasoning. In moral disengagement theory, 
a person begins with a correct moral intuition (e.g. unnecessary killing is wrong), which conflicts with a 
self-serving desire (e.g. I want to kill animals for their meat). This creates cognitive dissonance. To resolve 
conflict, the person will explain away the intuitions by forming new consonant beliefs (e.g. killing animals 
for their meat is natural), reducing the number of dissonant beliefs (e.g. killing animals isn’t technically an 
act of killing because animals are not like persons, who are conscious and/or sentient), and increasing the 
importance of consonant beliefs (e.g. killing animals is necessary for our health or the ecosystem). 
Reasoning here is effective in changing intuition, although it is not reliable because it is a process of 
distorting facts and principles. See Frank Hindriks, “How does reasoning (fail to) contribute to moral 
judgment? Dumbfounding and disengagement,” Ethical Theory and Moral Practice 18, no. 2 (2015): 237–
50. 



 

26 
 

and that System 2 can function independently, reliably, and effectively. It remains an open question 

whether principled, slow, and conscious reasoning can form valid moral principles and apply them 

to particular cases in an unbiased manner. In the next section, I review some recent empirical 

evidence from history and experimental philosophy and argue that System 2 reasoning is also, 

unfortunately, biased and post hoc. Singer’s type of purist moral reasoning is not immune to bias.  

 

1.4.2 Bias in Principled Moral Reasoning  

Let’s assume that purists are right and that there are self-evidently true moral principles and we can 

reliably identify them. But can we impartially and correctly apply the right principle(s) to particular 

cases and learn what we ought to do through logical reasoning? Or would we pick and choose the 

principle, or misinterpret the relevant facts and principles to fit with our desired conclusion? The 

empirical evidence again suggests a tendency for the latter. In a meta-analysis of motivated moral 

reasoning, Peter Ditto and colleagues present numerous studies showing that Supreme Court 

Justices in the United States – experts in principled legal reasoning – often rationalized their 

preferred legal conclusions by appealing to broad constitutional legal principles.37 They cited a 

classic anecdotal example: The Supreme Court’s 2000 decision in Bush v. Gore. In brief, the 

essential decision in that case concerned whether to let stand the decision of the Florida State 

Supreme Court to allow vote recounting to continue (knowing that if recounting was stopped, 

George W. Bush would almost inevitably be awarded Florida’s electoral votes and consequently 

the Presidency of the United States). Interestingly, the five most conservative Justices, whose 

previous court decisions frequently favoured state sovereignty over federal intervention, decided 

in this case that it was appropriate to overturn the Florida State Supreme Court’s ruling, while the 

four more liberal and historically more federalism-friendly Justices favoured allowing the state 

court’s ruling to stand. Here we have a possible case of ideological bias (i.e. conservative bias and 

                                                   
37 Ditto et al., “Motivated moral reasoning,” 324. 
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liberal bias) causing inconsistency in the application of legal principle, rationalizing a particular 

political ideology.  

 

History offers a rich source of motivated use of moral principles as well. For example, Elizabeth 

Anderson has looked to the antebellum conflict over the morality of slavery.38 The Golden Rule 

was perhaps the single most important moral principle at the time, which tells us to do unto others 

as we would have them do unto us. Abolitionists invoked the Golden Rule to argue that slavery is 

wrong, because if you did not want to be enslaved, you should not enslave others. However, pro-

slavery thinkers, who were skilled at principled reasoning and endorsed the Golden Rule, counter-

argued that the Golden Rule should not be applied because, otherwise, it would lead to counter-

intuitive implications, such as the abolition of all social inequalities. But social inequalities should 

not be abolished, they argued, because God has ordained them and they are necessary for social 

order. Here, we have a possible case of self-serving bias – the desire to keep slavery and other 

unequal social relations as a form of socio-economic privilege – causing the flawed exemption of 

a moral principle, rationalizing slavery.  

 

But the above cases are mere informal observations of real-life anecdotes and are therefore a weak 

basis from which to draw inferences about motivated use of principled moral reasoning. Fortunately, 

experimental philosophers have given us some more controlled laboratory findings to further 

support the view that even experts in principled moral reasoning, such as professional moral 

philosophers, engage in post hoc rationalization and fail to root out bias. In a 2012 study, Eric 

Schwitzgebel and Fiery Cushman tested whether moral philosophers can reason from principles to 

                                                   
38 Elizabeth Anderson, “Moral bias and corrective practices: A pragmatist perspective,” Proceedings and 
Addresses of the APA 89 (2015): 21–47, at 29. 
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particular cases in an unbiased manner.39 The particular bias they tested for is ordering effects. It 

refers to a phenomenon of making different judgements to cases according to the order in which 

they are presented. This is irrational because the moral valence of a particular case should not 

depend upon whether a reasoner has just thought about some other case. Ordinary folks have been 

shown to be prone to ordering effects. Are moral experts immune? To find out, Schwitzgebel and 

Cushman recruited non-philosophers and philosophers who are supposedly familiar with the 

principles tested, including the doctrine of double effect, the principle of moral luck, and the action-

omission principle. For simplicity, I shall look only at the findings about philosophers’ use of the 

Doctrine of Double Effect, according to which it is worse to harm a person as a means of saving 

others than to harm a person as a side effect of saving others. The principle is illustrated by the 

famous “trolley problem”: Many people (philosophers and non-philosophers) consider it morally 

worse to throw somebody in front of a train as a means of stopping it from hitting five others (the 

Push case) than to divert a train away from five people with the side effect of hitting one instead 

(the Switch case). The two cases are non-equivalent if the principle is true. Schwitzgebel and 

Cushman tested whether the subject’s case judgements would be distorted by ordering effects by 

varying the order of the Push case and the Switch case presented. It was found that philosophers, 

similarly to non-philosophers, were more likely to judge the two cases equivalently if they 

encountered the Push case first, indicating the influence of order effects. But this is only the first 

step of the experiment. Because it cannot show whether philosophers were using intuitive processes 

or principled reasoning in arriving at case judgements. It is possible to interpret the results as saying 

that philosophers’ intuitive judgements are distorted by ordering effects. But is their principled 

reasoning equally vulnerable to bias? In a second step, Schwitzgebel and Cushman asked their 

subjects to indicate their agreement with the Doctrine of double effect. Presumably, their agreement 

with a principle should not be influenced by ordering effects or case judgements. But it was found 

                                                   
39 Eric Schwitzgebel and Fiery Cushman, “Expertise in moral reasoning? Order effects on moral judgment 
in professional philosophers and non-philosophers,” Mind and Language 27, no. 2 (2012): 135–53. 
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that if the Switch case was presented first, philosophers were more willing to endorse the Doctrine 

than if they were shown the Push case first. Interestingly, non-philosophers’ endorsement of the 

principle was not affected by ordering effects. Schwitzgebel and Cushman concluded that this is a 

sign that philosophers were motivated by consistency in their endorsement of principles. 

Philosophers wanted to make sure that their case judgements were internally consistent with their 

principled judgements. This shows that principled reasoning is post hoc rationalization for prior 

intuitions, so Schwitzgebel and Cushman argue. 

 

In a follow-up study, the authors tried to nudge a group of professional moral philosophers who did 

not participate in the 2012 study to reflect carefully on the same set of scenarios to see whether this 

would make a difference. Half of the participants were put in a “reflection condition,” in which 

they were given the following nudge: 

Over the course of the five questions that follow, we are 
particularly interested in your reflective, considered responses. 
After each case, please take some time to consider the different 
moral dimensions at issue, including potential arguments for and 
against the position to which you are initially attracted. Also, 
please consider how you might respond to different variants of the 
scenario or to different ways of describing the case. After you 
finish reading each of the five cases, there will be a 15-second 
delay to encourage careful reflection before you are asked a 
question about the case.40  

It was found that the nudge made no difference. In the reflection condition, around 23% of 

philosophers thought switching track was as bad as pushing a man if the Switch case was presented 

first. If the Footbridge case was presented first, however, 39% thought switching track was as bad. 

Schwitzgebel and Cushman confessed that they found the result surprising, as philosophical 

expertise and reflection fail to moderate biased moral judgement. Even the training in logical 

                                                   
40 Eric Schwitzgebel and Fiery Cushman, “Philosophers’ biased judgments persist despite training, 
expertise and reflection,” Cognition 141 (2015): 127–37, at 130. 
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reasoning, encouragement of deliberative thought, and exposure to information about potential 

biases in question and specific scenarios did not minimize bias.41  

 

The studies above did not proceed explicitly with a dual process framework. But if the human mind 

does operate with System 1 and System 2, and principled moral reasoning falls under System 2, 

then evidence suggests that bias permeates both systems. Contrary to what Singer assumes, System 

2 is no less immune to motivational influences (e.g. political ideology, selfish desire) which bias 

our interpretation and application of moral principles, even if they are independently valid. Biases 

are very subtle, operating at some non-conscious, sub-personal level, making it hard for an 

individual to detect and correct them, even if she is well-versed in reasoning and motivated to be 

bias-free.42 If moral reasoning is biased and post hoc regardless of where and what we start with 

(i.e. intuitions or principles), does it mean that moral learning is doomed? I don’t think so. It just 

means that we need to look beyond particular faculties of mind or particular inputs for bias 

correction. I will say more about that in the conclusion. But in the next section, I want to briefly 

consider some recent responses from those who defend the Philosophical Model in light of the bias 

research.  

 

1.4.3 Some Responses  

The empirical findings about how we actually reason seem to cast a rather pessimistic light on the 

ability of moral reasoning to help us learn of what morality requires. But defenders of the 

Philosophical Model have sought to qualify or challenge the findings. Some qualify the findings 

                                                   
41 Care should be taken before over-generalizing the finding of this study since it tests the reliability of 
principled moral reasoning in cases of moral dilemmas. It remains to be seen whether it is equally 
unreliable in other kinds of moral problems. This study also does not look at the causal effect of motivation 
on bias.  
42 For a discussion of the sneakiness of bias and its challenge for introspection, see Regina A. Rini, 
“Making psychology normatively significant,” Journal of Ethics 17 (2013): 257–74.  
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by developing a more nuanced understanding of the sorts and the nature of motivation, arguing that 

some motivations (e.g. truth-seeking motivation) are benign whereas some are not (e.g. selfish 

desire). Frank Hindriks qualifies Haidt’s findings by citing moral identity research. Moral identity 

theories of moral reasoning argue that when a person’s moral identity is strong, her moral reasoning 

need not be biased or post hoc normally. 43  The motivation to maintain moral integrity may 

overcome self-serving motivation, counteracting at least self-serving bias. Similarly, Fine argues 

that some can be motivated to be truth-seeking, which can also counteract motivations that pull us 

away from truth.44 Others qualify the findings by exploring the nature of biases, arguing that some 

biases need not be irrational. Liao argues that Haidt is too quick to dismiss the epistemic value of 

relatedness motives among others.45 If a moral reasoner has reason to believe that her friends are 

epistemologically trustworthy, then her bias toward her friends’ moral judgement is justified. In 

this way, partiality bias need not always be irrational. These responses seem plausible to me. But 

none of them undermines Haidt’s claim that an individual’s moral reasoning tends to be biased and 

post hoc. A more nuanced understanding of the myriad sources of motivations and the different 

natures of biases and their interaction cannot enhance the reliability of the Philosophical Model to 

the extent that it has no built-in features to counteract corrupting motivations and biases and relies 

solely on monological introspection. (In the next chapter, I explore a Liberal-Democratic Model 

that identifies a potent source of bias, namely power and privileges, and offer a structural – as 

opposed to introspective – remedy to root out bias.)  

 

Others have challenged Haidt’s SIM. One of the most developed and sustained challenges comes 

from Richard Campbell and Victor Kumar (CK).46 CK argue that all of Haidt’s experiments focus 

                                                   
43 Hindriks, “How does reasoning…,” 248–49. 
44 Fine, “Is the emotional dog…,” 94. 
45 Liao, “Bias and reasoning,” 17–28. 
46 Victor Kumar and Richmond Campbell, “On the normative significance of experimental moral 
psychology,” Philosophical Psychology 25, no. 3 (2012): 311–30; Richmond Campbell and Victor Kumar, 
“Moral reasoning on the ground,” Ethics 122, no. 2 (2012): 273–312; Richmond Campbell, “What is moral 
judgment?” The Journal of Philosophy 104, no. 7 (2007): 321–49; Richmond Campbell, “Learning from 
moral inconsistency,” Cognition 167 (2017): 46–57. 
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on the synchronic rather than the diachronic interaction of System 1 and System 2. So even if 

experiments show that, at a given time, System 2 is subservient to System 1, they cannot show that 

over time System 1 and its inherent bias are impenetrable by System 2. They hypothesize that 

revision of moral judgements happens through the interaction of the two systems over time. Neither 

system is superior and dispensable. The idea is roughly as follows. A moral judgement normally 

consists in moral belief and moral emotion and each plays an equal and complementary role in 

moral reasoning. Moral reasoning, on their view, is consistency reasoning, making the two elements 

in a judgement consistent through moral dialogue (within the self). Like Haidt, CK believe that 

humans are driven to avoid morally inconsistent responses. So, moral reasoning is triggered when 

one element is in tension with another. To use their example, a person may have the moral belief 

that gay marriage is morally permissible. However, she has a moral emotion of disgust against gay 

marriage due to her social upbringing in a Christian society. Consistency reasoning is triggered to 

reconcile them. If the belief is very firm, she may revise the emotion. If the emotion is strong, she 

may revise the belief. But certain experiences – such as long-term contact with gay people – may 

slowly weaken her emotion of disgust over time. One response to CK is to note how different their 

consistency reasoning is from the method of reflective equilibrium.47 More central to our concern, 

however, is the fact that it is not clear how consistency reasoning necessarily arrives at the right 

consistent conclusion. It is entirely possible that if one is strongly motivated by homophobia 

because one continues to live in a Christian society, one is willing to revise the moral belief that 

gay marriage is morally permissible into the belief that gay marriage is morally impermissible. The 

problem that plagues the method of reflective equilibrium, namely that biased inputs produce 

biased equilibria, seems to plague moral consistency, too. Campbell has recently acknowledged 

this by saying that self-serving bias can replace bias toward consistency over time.48 It seems that 

neither System 1 nor System 2, nor both, can reliably provide us with unbiased inputs. In certain 

                                                   
47 See their response in Richmond Campbell, “Reflective equilibrium and moral consistency reasoning,” 
Australasian Journal of Philosophy 92, no. 3 (2014): 433–52. 
48 Campbell, “Learning from moral inconsistency,” 50. 
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places, Campbell suggests that moral reasoning needs to be social. Indeed, in the example given 

above, it seems that contact with gay people corrects one’s biased emotion against them. This seems 

right to me and is in line with the empirical suggestions: namely that moral reasoning is social. But 

what kinds of social interaction improves moral reasoning? Social interaction under conditions of 

diversity and equality? Social interaction in an adversarial mode or dialogical mode? What sorts of 

social emotions and motivations are conducive to reliable moral learning? Mutual respect? Mutual 

concern? Trust? While it is noted that moral reasoning is social, the idea remains undeveloped in 

Campbell and Kumar’s model. For this reason, I think that moral consistency reasoning is not an 

alternative to the method of reflective equilibrium, for it too focuses exclusively on the What 

question: the consistency of emotions and beliefs.   

1.5 Conclusion 

 

In this chapter, I have introduced a plausible conception of moral progress that is non-linear, local, 

pluralistic, and open-ended. An open-ended conception of moral progress requires a theory of moral 

learning that can form and reform criteria of moral progress in light of new information and 

circumstances. In the Western rationalist tradition, there is much faith in the Philosophical Model 

of moral learning, thinking that monological introspection can help us form unbiased moral 

judgements about criteria of moral progress and reform biased moral judgements rooted in social 

conventions or selfish desires. I have examined two versions of the Philosophical Model: the purist 

version and the coherentist version. I have drawn on empirical findings both in the laboratory and 

in the field about how we actually reason in order to cast doubt on both versions. Moral reasoning 

tends to be biased and post hoc, whether we begin with intuitions or principles. The reason for this 

is that moral reasoning is often motivated, and our motivations create biases; and some of these 

biases pull us away from objectivity, without us even knowing it. Even experts like moral 

philosophers and judges are not necessarily immune to biased and post hoc rationalization. So, 

where do we go from here?  
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I think the answer is quite obvious at this point. Moral epistemologists should move beyond the 

debates over inputs (e.g. emotion vs. belief, intuition vs. principles) and faculties of the mind (e.g. 

System 1 vs. System 2), and instead focus on the social conditions which inhibit or facilitate moral 

learning. This, I believe, is the most important lesson from the empirical research about bias, 

although it is somewhat missed in the literature on moral learning. The fundamental insight of 

moral motivated reasoning, as Ditto et al. observe, is that “it is important to remember that moral 

judgment is more than just an abstract reasoning task. It is a deeply social enterprise, subject to all 

the complexities, passions, and pressures that characterize human life across a wide variety of 

domains.”49 It is unhelpful to hide away from the reality of moral reasoning and ascend to the 

universal. The chances are that even if we could get there, we would still make mistakes when we 

climb down. A more promising model is to figure out how these social forces interact, identify the 

good ones, and overcome the bad. As Haidt suggests, in order to improve moral judgement, people 

should reason socially, “by seeking out discourse partners who are respected for their wisdom and 

open-mindedness.”50 While an individual does not have introspective access to her own biases, our 

partner can point it out for us or at least “help trigger a variety of conflicting intuitions in each 

other.”51 Hugo Mercier, a cognitive scientist, echoes Haidt’s recommendation. He believes that 

reasoning is ultimately for producing arguments in dialogical contexts rather than seeking truths.52 

Moral reasoning is meant to be post hoc rationalization. It helps us construct arguments to challenge 

one another in discourse. This raises a new host of problems. Whom should we seek out to be our 

discursive partners? Who can ameliorate our biases? How should we structure a discourse such that 

bias can be more reliably identified and corrected? How should we enhance our responsiveness to 

the reasons of others? These questions will be settled in the next chapter.  

                                                   
49 Ditto et al., “Motivated moral reasoning,” 334. 
50 Haidt, “The emotional dog,” 829. 
51 Ibid. 
52 Hugo Mercier, “What good is moral reasoning?” Mind Society 10 (2011): 131–48.  
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Chapter 2 

The Liberal-Democratic Model of Moral Progress 

 

The thesis started with the question of what role moral reasoning plays in moral progress. We have 

seen how one answer to this question is given by the Philosophical Model: Insofar as moral beliefs 

guide our moral behaviour, moral reasoning plays a key enabling role by correcting pre-existing 

false moral beliefs and acquiring true beliefs. But we have also seen how the Philosophical Model 

is undermined by the empirical challenge of bias. Far from correcting our pre-existing false beliefs 

as an impartial judge, moral reasoning, if undertaken monologically and introspectively, often 

rationalizes them as a passionate lawyer. The impartiality of moral reasoning is an illusion. Should 

we then drop moral reasoning from the toolbox of moral progress? Not if there is a better model of 

moral reasoning that can overcome the bias challenge. Is such an alternative available, though? The 

possibility of some sort of “interactionist” model is often proposed, given the success of group 

learning in scientific and political domains of inquiry.53 But can the same be said in the moral 

domain? We do not really know. Interactionist models of moral reasoning are currently 

underdeveloped. Who should be included in the group – experts or non-experts? What is the 

preferred structure of the group – hierarchical or egalitarian? In what way should the interaction 

proceed – adversarial or conversational? Is there empirical support for its reliability and 

effectiveness in improving moral beliefs?  

 

The purpose of this chapter is to explore an interactionist model that answers these questions, has 

the potential to rescue moral reasoning from the bias challenge, and in turn might also vindicate 

                                                   
53 Haidt, “The emotional dog;” Hugo Mercier and Dan Sperber, The Enigma of Reason: A New Theory of 
Human Understanding (London: Penguin, 2017).  
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the enabling role of moral reasoning in moral progress.54 The interactionist model I defend is the 

Liberal-Democratic Model, which structures moral discourses in an inclusive and egalitarian 

manner.  

 

Just like the Philosophical Model, the Liberal-Democratic Model also has different versions. In this 

chapter, I identify two versions – ideal and non-ideal – and argue that the non-ideal version, though 

not its ideal version, has the tendency to root out bias. In the first half, I will present an ideal version 

of the Liberal-Democratic Model, in particular drawing on Jürgen Habermas and Rainer Forst’s 

work on discourse ethics. Both Habermas and Forst purport to offer a dialogical model that ties the 

validity of moral norms to accountable dialogue between real people, not thought experiments by 

solitary philosophers. However, I will argue that their accounts of this dialogue – whether 

Habermas’s ideal speech situation or Forst’s principle of reciprocity and generality – are too 

idealized, and as a result are subject to three pressing problems: (1) Weak Dialogicality; (2) 

Unreliability; and (3) Ineffectiveness.  

 

Although the ideal version of the Liberal-Democratic Model fails to offer us a genuine dialogical 

alternative to defend moral reasoning from the bias challenge and its role in moral progress, in the 

second half of the chapter, I put forward a non-ideal version that has better prospects of doing so. 

I draw on Elizabeth Anderson’s recent work on pragmatist moral epistemology, which foregrounds 

the real-world constraint of bias and traces its roots in power and privileges and reconstructs a 

corresponding remedy, “democratic moral inquiry,” informed by the history of moral progress (e.g. 

the abolition of de jure slavery, the Civil Rights Movement). Democratic moral inquiry, similar to 

discourse ethics, features the structural commitments of inclusion and equality. Contrary to 

discourse ethics, it emphasizes the epistemic salience of the standpoint of the oppressed as well as 

                                                   
54 I have explained the link between moral reasoning and moral progress in Chapter 1, although I will 
weaken it later in this chapter.  
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the need to go beyond pure moral argumentation to include contentious modes of moral reasoning 

(e.g. social movements).  

 

In my view, Anderson’s account of moral discourse offers an attractive interactionist model of 

moral reasoning, overcoming the problems of Weak Dialogicality and the Unreliability associated 

with Forst’s account. However, even her improved account fails to satisfactorily solve the 

Ineffectiveness Problem. I examine one of Anderson’s own examples of moral progress, namely 

the British abolition of the slave trade, to show that the real obstacle to moral progress is often not 

found in mistaken moral beliefs, but rather in particular kinds of social norms, which her account 

does not address.  

 

If my argument is correct, then, although the non-ideal version of the Liberal-Democratic Model 

of moral discourse helps in addressing the bias challenge, it remains insufficient in terms of 

enabling moral progress. I end the chapter by discussing the implications of this result for the larger 

project of moral progress.  

 

2.1 The Liberal-Democratic Model of Moral Discourse: An Ideal Version  

 

It is rather unfortunate that philosophers and scientists of moral reasoning have neglected discourse 

ethics, for it provides a good starting point for developing an interactionist model of moral learning. 

Discourse ethics was first formulated and presented by Jürgen Habermas as a dialogical alternative 

to monological models of moral reasoning.55 In a similar spirit to the empiricists who criticize the 

                                                   
55 Jürgen Habermas, “A reply to my critics,” in Habermas: Critical Debates, ed. John B. Thompson and 
David Held (Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 1982), 219–83; Jürgen Habermas, “Discourse ethics: notes on a 
program of philosophical justification,” in Moral Consciousness and Communicative Action, trans. 
Christian Lenhardt and Shierry Weber Nicholsen (Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 1990), 43–115. 
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Philosophical Model, Habermas argues that valid moral norms56 can only be constructed in a 

mutually accountable dialogue by real people, not by thought experiments concocted in the mind 

of a solitary philosopher. He further claims that the closer a dialogue approximates the “ideal speech 

situation,” which includes the conditions of maximal inclusion, equality, rationality, and non-

coercion,57 the more accountable it is, and the more likely participants identify valid moral norms. 

The commitments to inclusion and equality in the ideal speech situation earn the label “Liberal-

Democratic.” Yet, according to critics, the ideal speech situation is so ideal that Habermas’s version 

of discourse ethics is not really usable by real people (who are biased) in the real world (in which 

social relations are exclusive, unequal, and coercive).58  

 

In the light of such criticisms, discourse ethics has since been developed and improved in various 

ways. One notable attempt is that of Rainer Forst, and it is his improved version of discourse ethics 

that I will focus on in this section. Forst tries (although, in my view, ultimately fails) to replace the 

problematic ideal speech situation in Habermas’s account with a parsimonious principle of moral 

discourse: the liberal-democratic principle of reciprocity and generality, which requires the 

inclusion of all affected to offer reciprocal reasons to justify their claims from a generalized point 

of view. A principled dialogue as such, Forst argues, is both reliable and effective in disclosing and 

correcting biased moral norms, and thereby enabling moral progress in the real world.59 Let’s take 

a closer look.  

                                                   
56 Habermas speaks in terms of norms rather than beliefs. While it is clear from his writings that moral 
norms are validity claims to rightness and that they are distinct from values, it is less clear what validity 
claims consist in because he does not really define them. For my purposes here, I follow Rainer Forst’s 
broadly internalist interpretation of the relation between norm, belief, and action. A norm is a principle of 
action. When a norm is accepted, we form a belief of the validity of a principle of action on grounds of 
reasons. This belief motivates action to comply with the accepted norm. 
57 Jürgen Habermas, The Theory of Communicative Action: Volume I, Reason and the Rationalization of 
Society (Cambridge: Polity, 1984). 
58 Raymond Geuss, The Idea of a Critical Theory: Habermas and the Frankfurt School (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 1981), 67. 
59 The specific causal relation between a reciprocal and general dialogue and moral progress is established 
in Forst, “The concept of progress.” The development of the principle of reciprocal and general dialogue 
spans over a huge volume of work, including: Rainer Forst, The Right to Justification: Elements of a 
Constructivist Theory of Justice (New York: Columbia University Press, 2012); Rainer Forst, Toleration in 
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2.1.1 Forst’s Account: An Extrapolation      

Forst summarizes his account as follows:  

My chosen approach, therefore, starts neither from the abstract 
construction of an “ideal” nor from a supposedly “realist” 
empirical conception of politics as a locus of the collision of 
normative interests which exclude higher-order principles, a 
conception which ultimately leads to decisionism. It construes the 
basic question of legitimate rule as a question of just – and that 
means justified, non-arbitrary, and non-dominating – rule and it 
offers a recursive reconstruction of the in part procedural and in 
part substantive norms which make such a justification possible. 
Here justice is not only what counts as just in a society but what 
could hold in it in a reciprocal and general manner if those subject 
to the norms were their free and equal authors.60  

I shall reorganize my extrapolation of the discourse principle of reciprocity and generality below 

in terms of How, Who, and What. Let me start with the How question. In Forst’s view, moral 

reasoning should be discursive as opposed to monological. But how exactly should the discourse 

proceed? It must first be reciprocal. Reciprocity means that no one can unilaterally determine the 

content of a moral norm.61 Each participant must be given the equal right to address and be 

addressed. Furthermore, each participant must be given the equal right to address and be addressed 

with reasons. The interaction is not just a casual conversation but one of mutual justification. One 

must exchange arguments backed up by reasons and evidence to improve the quality of reasoning. 

But how do we know that the right answer has been found? Habermas’s suggestion of consensus 

has been criticized as unrealistic. Given the fact of reasonable pluralism in the world, consensus is 

nearly impossible. In light of this, Forst loosens the test of validity (or mutual justifiability) to one 

                                                   
Conflict: Past and Present (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2013); Forst, Justification and 
Critique; Forst, Normativity and Power. For my purposes here, I focus on the epistemic dimension of 
Forst’s analysis – how an inclusive and egalitarian discourse of moral reasoning can identify and correct 
invalid moral norms, leaving aside the moral dimension – why the right to participate in such moral 
discourse is a fundamental human right owed to individuals as “justifying beings.” For the discussion of the 
moral dimension, see Forst, The Right to Justification, Part 1 in general.  
60 Forst, Justification and Critique, 5. There is a tendency in Habermas and Forst’s writings to equate 
norms of justice with norms of morality, which in their view are all universalizable norms of obligation 
owed to free and equal moral persons.  
61 Forst, The Right to Justification, 129. 
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of “reciprocity of content,” which is parsed out to mean that “no one may refuse the particular 

demands of others that one raises for oneself.”62  In other places, Forst simply refers to this 

reciprocity requirement as reasons that cannot be reasonably rejected.63 I take this validity test to 

mean that reasonable dissent is not an indication of any problems in the status quo. For example, 

the disagreement between democratic socialists and democratic capitalists over the fairness of a tax 

scheme is not evidence of the invalidity of the tax norm so long as the two camps offer unrejectable 

reasons to each other. I will discuss in greater depth what “reasonable rejectability” means under 

the content requirement or the What question.  

 

Let’s now turn to the question of Who. Who has standing to participate in a moral discourse? Is a 

discourse limited to experts or does it include individuals from all walks of life? Here is where the 

“generality” requirement comes in, and it can be read either widely or narrowly. The wide reading 

of generality requires the inclusion of “all human beings as moral persons.”64 Moral personhood is 

given a Kantian understanding here, referring to the capacity to recognize oneself and others as free 

and equal. “Freedom” refers to the ability to govern oneself with reasons. “Equality” refers to the 

entitlement of every person to be respected as free by other free persons. In other words, each 

participant is ascribed a certain mindset. Each must not be deferential – denigrating one’s self-

respect for one’s freedom. Nor must one be dominating – denigrating the respect owed to others 

who are equally free. Furthermore, since the standing is grounded in moral personhood alone, no 

one can ignore or deny the claims of an individual in virtue of her particular social membership 

(e.g. class, gender, race). But generality can be given a narrow reading, which requires only the 

inclusion of the “concretely affected.” Concretely affected are those particularly or directly affected 

by a moral norm, and they are the “representatives” of the moral community and the “primary 

                                                   
62 Ibid, 6. 
63 Ibid, 21. 
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addressees of justification.”65 For example, if the norm of wearing a hijab affects Muslim women 

directly, then they are the primary addressees. Non-Muslim women should not barge in. This 

narrow reading is less developed and subsequently dropped out. As Forst clarifies,  

In moral contexts of action, “affected” has a twofold meaning: a) 
directly or indirectly affected by certain actions, and b) affected in 
the sense of being a member of the justificatory community of all 
moral beings who have the right to ask anyone about how he or 
she treated one of their moral comrades…. So how do I single out 
those to whom I owe particular justifications? According to my 
theory, moral justification is owed to particular people, but also at 
the same time to all – to justify an action as morally permissible 
is, even if it treats particular others in a certain way, always to 
make a claim that can withstand interrogation from all others as a 
general moral community.66  

Since the wide reading is preferred, the epistemic salience of the claims made by the “concretely 

affected” is lost and is now on par with the claims of all free and equal moral persons in the 

justificatory community.67 To use Forst’s example, if one were to inquire into whether morality 

requires that we save a drowning child, the reasons I have for helping or not are the reasons that I 

could give to that child and to everyone else who asked me.68  

 

Finally, we turn to the What question. What are the inputs in the discourse? We saw earlier that 

Forst requires it to be broadly “unrejectable” reasons. But one can ask what unrejectability means. 

At times, the notion of reciprocity is invoked to give it specificity. Forst says that reasons are 

rejectable if they are not sharable, as “no one may simply assume that others have the same values 

and interests as oneself or make recourse to ‘higher truths’ that are not shared.”69 I think it may be 

clearer to appeal to the notion of generality to delineate the content of unrejectability, as Forst 

                                                   
65 Ibid, 20. 
66 Seyla Benhabib, Jeffrey Flynn, Matthias Fritsch, and Rainer Forst, “Review Symposium for The Right to 
Justification by Rainer Forst,” Political Theory 43, no. 6 (2015): 829. 
67 For a detailed discussion of the problems arising from the ambiguity of the distinction between the 
concretely affected and the all affected, see Matthias Fritsch, “Rational justification and vulnerability: On 
the ‘all-affected’ principle in Rainer Forst’s Right to Justification,” Political Theory 43, no. 6 (2015): 805–
21. 
68 Benhabib, Flynn, Fritsch, and Forst, “Review Symposium,” 829–30.  
69 Forst, The Right to Justification, 6, 37, 45. 
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sometimes does. That is, unrejectable reasons are those generalizable or of “common interests” to 

all free and equal persons. 70  This rules out any input from self-interests, social norms or 

idiosyncratic personal habits valued or meaningful only to particular individuals or groups. 71 

Similar to Habermas, Forst relegates parochial social norms (norms of religion, culture, political 

community) that govern conceptions of the good life to the community-specific discourses, which 

they dub “ethical discourse.”72 In a discourse of universalizable moral norms, parochial social 

norms are inadmissible. For example, one cannot appeal to the Bible as a reason to reject 

homosexual marriage because this is not a sharable reason to non-religious individuals. Nor can 

one appeal to class interests or gender norms because these are all group-specific claims as opposed 

to claims sharable by all.  

 

Habermas has been criticized for offering no real grounds on which to conclude that a dialogical 

model is epistemically superior (e.g. better able to correct bias) to a monological one.73  To 

demonstrate that discourse ethics has real-world purchase, Forst argues that the history of moral 

progress proves that his dialogical model can reliably identify and correct false justifications. One 

example he uses is the increased toleration of homosexuality.74 He argues that if reasoners apply 

the test of reciprocity and generality to the norm of discrimination against same-sex couples, they 

will realize that it is invalid. A common argument against same-sex marriage is that it violates the 

usual understanding of marriage, which means a relationship between a man and a woman with the 

possibility and the purpose of procreation. The application of the reciprocity and generality test will 

disclose it as false because it is not sharable. The “usual understanding” of marriage is based on a 

“higher truth” (e.g. God-given meaning of sexuality and wedlock) which cannot be shared in a 

                                                   
70 Ibid, 6, 49. 
71 Ibid, 49. 
72 The distinction between universal moral norms and parochial social norms will be further explained in 
Chapters 3 and 4.  
73 James Gordon Finlayson, Habermas: A Very Short Introduction (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 
2006), 89.  
74 Forst, Toleration in Conflict, 565. 
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community including the non-religious. The claim that marriage’s function is procreation is also 

invalid, Forst argues, because in a large number of marriages, procreation is in fact neither desired 

nor possible. Besides, it is possible for same-sex couples to have children through adoption. Forst 

rejects another oft-invoked justification which prohibits same-sex marriages because children 

cannot be provided with a stable, identity-reinforcing education, such that they will be confused 

about their sexual identity, and likely become homosexual. While the interests of children are 

reciprocal and general reasons, Forst argues that it is questionable whether conformity to sexual 

stereotypes is a legitimate interest, and that even if it were, it is mere conjecture to claim that same-

sex parenting is detrimental to the development of one’s identity. On the other hand, the extension 

of equal rights to same-sex couples fulfils the test of reciprocity and generality. In Forst’s view, it 

does not involve any denials of the same rights to other couples. It does not rely on any rejectable 

arguments from parochial or religious arguments (e.g. superiority or special worth of such a 

particular form of life).  

 

2.1.2 Forst’s Account: An Evaluation  

Although Forst tries to establish some distance between his own argument and the idealizing 

tendencies present in Habermas’s version of discourse ethics, in this section I will argue that Forst’s 

own methodology is equally ideal, rendering his moral discourse vulnerable to three pressing 

problems, namely: (1) Weak Dialogicality; (2) Unreliability; and (3) Ineffectiveness. I will address 

each of these in turn.  

 

The Problem of Weak Dialogicality First of all, the principle of reciprocity and generality is 

generated by idealizing away the real-world constraint of bias, rendering Forst’s moral discourse 

unusable by ordinary people who are biased in real discourses. As Simone Chambers rightly notes, 

even if a reciprocal and general dialogue could in principle reliably disclose and correct errors in 
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pre-existing moral norms, this dialogue seems to take place “over the heads” of the citizens.75 It 

overestimates the willingness and ability of real reasoners to use the generality and reciprocity 

principle. Most reasoners are not motivated by mutual respect for equal autonomy in their 

deliberation. Rather, their motivations are biased by selfishness and ethnocentrism, and they give 

undue weight to their own (group’s) interests. Perhaps Forst thinks that if a dialogue is truly 

reciprocal, biases like these will be called out by their rational interlocutors and will not be able to 

survive the scrutiny of mutual justification. But in reality, moral discourses across groups are often 

polarized with arguments misinterpreted and wrongly rejected; whereas moral discourses within 

groups are not adequately scrutinized, as members are prone to defer to the opinions of their peers.76 

It is not clear how the principle of reciprocity and generality can be used by real people with various 

sorts of epistemic and motivational constraints. Ultimately, it is a small group of conscientious 

moral experts who apply the principle on behalf of the real people. This is at best a hypothetical 

dialogue in the heads of solitary philosophers.  

 

To illustrate my point, let us go back to the example of gay rights as Forst presents it. It is not clear 

how it is an example of an actual dialogue between defenders and critics of gay marriage, as 

opposed to Forst’s own hypothetical monologue as an impartial expert. First, Forst is the one who 

identifies the false justifications, e.g. that marriage is for procreation. There is no argument that it 

is revealed by any actual dialogue between defenders and critics of gay marriage. In reality, even 

if (and it is a big if) the homophobes care to deliberate with defenders of gay marriage, they will 

likely violate generality by insisting on their particular cultures or religious commitments and their 

particular interpretations (and ignore other possible interpretations which may favour toleration of 

homosexuality) to rationalize their biased intuitions and attitude of disgust toward gay marriage. 

                                                   
75 Simone Chambers, “Democracy and critique: Comments on Rainer Forst’s Justification and Critique: 
Towards a Critical Theory of Politics,” Philosophy and Social Criticism 41, no. 3 (2015): 216.  
76 Cass R. Sunstein, Going to Extremes: How Like Minds Unite and Divide (Oxford: Oxford University 
Press, 2009); Christopher H. Achen and Larry M. Bartels, Democracy for Realists (Princeton: Princeton 
University Press, 2017).  
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Second, Forst is the one who corrects the false justifications, e.g. by pointing out the lack of 

empirical support for the claim that same-sex marriages cannot provide a stable environment for 

identity to develop. There is again no argument that the correction is brought about by any actual 

dialogue between defenders and critics. One might speculate that, in reality, even if defenders of 

gay marriage had the opportunity to present such evidence to the homophobes, the latter would 

simply ignore or dismiss it. There is no concrete strategy for preventing the unreasonable (e.g. the 

homophobes) from ignoring or distorting claims of the reasonable, because in Forst’s conception 

of the dialogue, everyone is a free and equal moral person and respects others as such, and allowing 

or encouraging them to being open to revise their view in light of better arguments and evidence. 

 

In Forst’s reply to Chambers, he denies that he relies solely on hypothetical reasoning. Forst argues 

that he relies instead on a “dialectic of participation” between real and hypothetical justification.77 

Philosophers are not “philosophical kings” handing down moral insights to the oppressed; rather, 

they participate in a “solidary critical politics” with them. That is, philosophers help to strengthen 

the voice of the oppressed by showing why their arguments are unrejectable and why the arguments 

of the oppressors are rejectable. Even if philosophers were fit for this “solidary” task, it remains 

hard to see what role “real justification” plays. When Forst says that a genuine democratic dialogue 

cannot be a “majoritarian power game” but one that is guided by reciprocity and generality, it seems 

clear that his strategy is to exclude inputs from real justification.78 While Forst’s account of moral 

learning may not be purist, it surely is not interactionist. The reliance on hypothetical dialogue 

ultimately renders his account a variant of the Philosophical Model.  

 

The Problem of Unreliability So, the first problem with Forst’s account of discourse ethics is Weak 

Dialogicality. But some critics have advanced a second criticism. According to this critique, even 

                                                   
77 Rainer Forst, “A critical theory of politics: grounds, method and aims. Reply to Simone Chambers, 
Stephen White and Lea Ypi,” Philosophy and Social Criticism 41, no. 3 (2015): 230. 
78 Ibid. 
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if participants were in fact guided by Forst’s principle of reciprocity and generality, there is still 

reason to think that his approach would not reliably address the problem of bias. Some post-colonial 

critics argue that if Forst’s decontextualized principle of reciprocity and generality is applied to the 

real world, it will produce or reproduce biased moral beliefs against the subaltern. Post-colonial 

scholar Amy Allen writes:  

[T]here has been a great deal of criticism over the last thirty years 
or more, from feminist, queer, postcolonial, and critical race 
theorists, of the very conception of practical reason on which 
Forst’s moral constructivism rests. Such critiques claim that the 
Kantian Enlightenment conception of practical reason explicitly 
or implicitly excludes, represses, or dominates all that is 
associated with the so-called Other of reason, whether that be 
understood in terms of madness, irrationality, the emotions, the 
affects, embodiment, or the imagination, all of which are 
symbolically associated with black, queer, female, colonized, and 
subaltern subjects.79 

The worry here is somewhat different from that expressed by Chambers above. Chambers accepts 

that Forst’s model would be reliable if it could be realized in practice, but she worries that it is too 

elitist to be realized by ordinary folk. By contrast, Allen’s worry is that even if it were realized, as 

indeed it may have been in certain discourses among white elites, it would be (and has been) 

unreliable in generating moral lessons about our moral obligations to the subaltern. Contrary to 

Forst’s intention, his liberal-democratic discourse will weaken, or even distort, the voice of the 

subaltern. It is the opposite way to do solidary politics with the oppressed. But how is the principle 

of reciprocity and generality biasing? Unfortunately, Allen does not elaborate on this point. So, I 

shall draw on two familiar versions of the unreliability charge leveraged against Kantian or 

Habermasian conceptions of moral reasoning and explain them in terms of Forst’s requirements of 

reciprocity and generality.   

 

Let me begin with generality. As explained, it can be interpreted as a content requirement, which 

precludes moral reasoners from justifying one’s claim by appealing to particular group membership 
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or the social norms governing such membership. Critics claim that this has the result of excluding 

subaltern perspectives. Subalterns are often oppressed because of their group membership to the 

culturally or religiously different.80 Forbidding them to articulate wrongs in terms of religious or 

cultural norms is to repress their voice, or even exclude them from a dialogue. The subaltern, in 

order to speak, must translate their claims into a generalizable form (e.g. the freedoms of religions, 

expression, and conscience, the freedom from fear and torture). The worry is that moral truth is lost 

or distorted in such translation. 

 

Alison Jaggar and Teresa Tobin use the example of female genital cutting (FGC hereafter) in 

Maasai communities to illustrate the point.81 In the real-world FGC discourse, Western liberal 

feminists and human rights activists criticize the Maasai for violating universal human rights, for 

example, rights to gender equality, sexual autonomy, and bodily integrity. This universalized 

language of human rights hides rather than reveals the fact that FGC is a colonial wrong. In pre-

colonial times, FGC used to be a tool for Maasai women to participate as equals in politics and 

economics. FGC only became a product of patriarchy after British colonizers imposed their 

patriarchal gender ideology on the Maasai. FGC lost its original meaning and function to empower 

women. But the colonial violence is generalized away in the human rights discourse. They counter-

argue for a particularized epistemology to disclose and critique the wrong of FGC.82  

 

In my view, this version of the unreliability charge misfires. It mistakenly interprets Forst’s 

generality requirement as precluding the epistemic salience of particular group membership or 

norms (which is essential to disclose the particular biases of dominant groups), when in fact it does 

                                                   
80 Alison M. Jaggar and Theresa W. Tobin, “Naturalizing moral justification: Rethinking the method of 
moral epistemology,” Metaphilosophy 44, no. 4 (2013): 409–39.  
81 Jaggar and Tobin target discourse ethics generally, but I think it applies to Forst’s version as well.  
82 Their counter-suggestion is an empirical wide reflective equilibrium, taking history into account as one 
deliberates. The idea of an empirical wide reflective equilibrium as a contextualized moral epistemology is 
further discussed in Jaggar and Tobin, “Situating moral justification.”  
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not. It merely precludes the normative import of particular group membership or norms. The 

misinterpretation stems from the conflation of the normative and the epistemic import of the 

particular. If a particular group membership or norm is normatively significant, it grounds the 

rightness or wrongness of an act or a norm. For example, Christians say that homosexuality is 

wrong, therefore homosexuality is wrong because Christians (or the Bible) say it is. But Forst insists 

that no one should be prevented from participation in a dialogue simply because one is not a 

Christian or does not understand or share Christian morality. I believe that Jaggar and Tobin do not 

dispute this.83 What they are really pressing for, and rightly so in my view, is the recognition of the 

epistemic salience of particular group membership or norms. That is, particular group identity or 

history can sometimes help to elucidate, articulate, or inform a moral wrong by providing important 

context. To take their FGC example, the wrong of colonialism as well as the wrong of patriarchy 

are embodied in the current FGC norm in the Maasai community. The Maasai women, in virtue of 

their identity and experience as Maasai women, have a distinct epistemic privilege in being able to 

convey how the practice of FGC is not merely an instantiation of sexual violence, but is also one 

of colonialized sexual violence. Non-Maasai women, especially those in the West, may be ignorant 

of their own complicity in the specific FGC norm in Maasai due to their Eurocentric biases (e.g. 

the tendency to see indigenous people as more “barbaric,” whereas the West is seen as being more 

“civilized”). As such, the Maasai women’s moral testimony is relatively more reliable than non-

Maasai women’s in virtue of their particular group membership in this instance. On my reading, 

Forst’s generality requirement does not dispute this. Had he not dropped the distinction between 

the concretely affected and the generally affected, it would even be open to him to argue that the 

Maasai women are the “concretely affected,” and thus they are epistemically advantaged to speak 

on behalf of the moral community in terms of what the universal moral norms against colonialism 

                                                   
83 Jaggar and Tobin implicitly agree that there are universally valid norms when they say that the values of 
inclusion and equality are valid independent of cultures. See Jaggar and Tobin, “Situating moral 
justification,” n5. If we reject the idea that there are universally valid moral norms, it invites a form of 
relativism that robs post-colonialists of the resources to critique colonialism. Most post-colonial scholars 
would surely agree that colonials cannot justify colonialism on the grounds that colonialism is their culture.  
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and patriarchy require in the context. It is unfortunate that Forst does not develop the notion of the 

concretely affected in his work, as this could have been useful for theorizing the epistemically 

privileged standpoint of the oppressed. The reason he does not theorize from the standpoint of the 

concretely affected, in my view, is a downstream effect of his method of idealization discussed 

above. His theoretical starting point is how rightly motivated and epistemically competent 

individuals ought to argue with one another. But in reality, most people are not rightly motivated 

nor epistemically competent. And our epistemic resources are often asymmetrically distributed. 

The oppressed, given their experience, are often better positioned to inform their oppressors as to 

why the norm governing them is wrong. The oppressors are often quite ignorant of their own 

mistakes. This is a point well explained by Anderson, as we will see shortly. If my interpretation is 

correct, then the problem is not that the normative requirement of generality renders a discourse 

unreliable by obscuring the particular biases of dominant groups. Rather, it is that Forst’s idealized 

Liberal-Democratic Model fails to recognize the epistemic import of particular standpoints under 

the non-ideal condition of epistemic asymmetry. 

 

Another version of the Unreliability Charge is stated more directly in Allen’s remark above, namely 

that Kantian conceptions of moral reasoning often exclude inputs of emotions, affects, and 

imagination. One might think that, since Forst also insists on the reciprocity of reasons, he would 

equally forbid the appeal to emotions and imagination. This causes reliability issues because it may 

prevent a discourse from producing knowledge of the wrongness of oppression and 

disempowerment. Experiences of oppression and disempowerment, as Louis McNay observes, are 

often “by their very nature confusing, inchoate or fragmenting and hence are inherently difficult to 

reconstruct in the rational terms that Habermasian validation requires.”84 McNay draws on recent 

literature on epistemic injustice, arguing, for example, that the concept of sexual harassment was 

                                                   
84 Lois McNay, “The limits of justification: Critique, disclosure and reflexivity,” European Journal of 
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not developed before women engaged in collective consciousness raising. Pain was felt, but it could 

not be put into words. Alternative modes of reasoning beyond pure moral argumentation may be 

needed to fill such hermeneutical gaps. But the requirement of reciprocity of reason forbids their 

employment. Moreover, subalterns often express their views through dramas, songs, narratives, 

storytelling, and rhetoric as opposed to arguments. So, in this sense Forst’s form of reasoning is 

doubly exclusive.  

 

In my view, this version of the Unreliability Charge also misfires. While it is true that Forst’s 

version of the Liberal-Democratic Model is unreliable, this is not because it inherently excludes 

emotions, but rather because it lacks an adequate account of epistemic injustice that would provide 

the basis for addressing deficits in reason-responsiveness. Forst’s thin notion of reciprocity of 

reasons – not to raise a claim that others can reasonably reject – does not preclude the use of 

emotion, affect, and imagination. He seems to suggest that what is a “reasonable” way to deliberate 

is part of a reciprocal and general dialogue. In Forst’s own view, this is an advantage over common 

Kantian or Habermasian conceptions of moral reasoning that have stringent restrictions on norms 

of reasoning. It is open to Forst to acknowledge that epistemic injustice would make reason-

responsiveness more difficult, and alternative modes of moral reasoning may be necessary. But 

acknowledgement itself does not give us any guidance as to how to overcome epistemic injustice. 

We are left with the abstract and formal requirement of reciprocity, less than useful in a non-ideal 

world. The inability to address epistemic injustice is not due to the concept of reciprocity itself, but 

instead results from overlooking the fact of epistemic injustice and the predictable ways in which 

it distorts reciprocity in practice. In short, the unreliability problem is one of idealization.   

 

The Problem of Ineffectiveness The foregoing discussion focused on how Forst’s method of 

idealization renders his dialogical account of moral learning either unusable or unreliable in 
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correcting moral beliefs. I now want to discuss how the method of idealization renders his dialogical 

account of moral learning ineffective in correcting moral behaviour or norms.  

 

Although Forst (and indeed many discourse ethicists) disagree with the defenders of the 

Philosophical Model regarding what constitutes sound moral reasoning, most of them commit to a 

rational picture of human agency and of norm change: Individuals choose their norms by forming 

beliefs about the principles of action in light of reasoning. As such, norms are norms of reasoned 

beliefs.85 Insofar as norms are action-guiding, our action responds to the force of reasons. Moral 

progress occurs when we improve moral norms through improving our moral reasoning.  

 

But as their critics rightly point out, this rationalist picture of human agency and of moral progress 

does not seem to enjoy much empirical support.86 If we look at paradigmatic cases of moral 

progress, such as the increased respect for the members of the LGBTQ community, the end of 

slavery, and the extensions of liberty to the historically marginalized, they rarely occurred after 

moral argumentation alone; rather, they were brought about by power struggles (e.g. social 

movements, resistance). As Allen explains, power struggles are by and large collective action 

which does not involve reason-giving; rather, it forces one’s political opponent to negotiate. 

Through repeated sit-ins, public protests, demonstrations, marches, occupations, acts of civil 

disobedience, or strikes, a social movement dramatizes an issue such that it can no longer be 

ignored. Privileged individuals or groups do not voluntarily give up their power and will continue 

to uphold the norms that maintain their power. Only an embodied political practice, which creates 

oppositional, non-rational pressure by putting one’s “bodies on the line” (e.g. subjecting oneself to 

the jeers of hostile crowds, suffering violent treatment at the hands of police, getting arrested for 

violating unjust laws) can generate moral progress.  

                                                   
85 A more detailed account of norms and kinds of norms will be given in Chapter 3.  
86 Kwame Anthony Appiah, The Honor Code: How Moral Revolutions Happen (New York: W.W. Norton 
& Company, 2010).  
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Why can collective action generate norm change, while moral argumentation alone is unable to do 

so? Allen’s Foucauldian suggestion is that norms are often and primarily products of power, not 

practical reasoning. And power operates outside the space of reasons and imprints directly on our 

bodies.87 As Allen writes, 

[P]ower is not only what goes on in the head, it is also what goes 
on in the body, in our bodily disposition… If we want to dismantle 
and transform those relations of dominance and subordination, we 
will need to be armed with something more than the force of good 
reasons; we will also need some account of how it is possible to 
transform our embodied dispositions and practices and affective 
investments and desires. We will have to accept, I would say, that 
there are aspects of social life where reason does not have as much 
force as we might like to think it does.88  

In other words, norms do not consist in beliefs, false or otherwise. Rather, they are typically clusters 

of dispositions, affects, and desires imprinted on our bodies by power, bypassing cognitive control. 

Allen uses the norm of femininity to illustrate the phenomenon of power mediated through norms. 

To be sure, some women “choose” their subordinate social roles due to their acceptance of false 

justifications (e.g. evolutionary biology, neurochemical hardwiring, etc.). However, many more 

women assume these subordinate social roles not because they find sexist theories of biology or 

mind rationally convincing, backed up by false beliefs and improper logic, but rather because they 

simply do not desire certain privileged social roles (e.g. manager, academic, doctor). The norm of 

femininity that requires women to be docile, caring, and non-competitive is “deeply encoded in the 

bodily dispositions, affective investments, and unconscious fantasies and desires” such that they 

feel ashamed if they pursue those “aggressive” roles. The reason one feels shame is a causal result 

of the socialization and internalization of social expectations, not rational deliberation with oneself 

or others.89  

                                                   
87 Amy Allen, Rainer Forst, and Mark Haugaard, “Power and reason, justice and domination: A 
conversation,” Journal of Political Power 7, no. 1 (2014): 27–28. 
88 Ibid, 18–19. 
89 Allen, End of Progress, 216–19.  
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The implication of this non-cognitivist view of power is the following: To subject moral norms to 

democratic justification, or any sort of justification for that matter, is an ineffective way to 

challenge the power inherent in them. Power is irreducible to biased moral beliefs. Even if moral 

reasoning is reliable and effective in rooting out bias, it is ineffective in correcting norms. The 

ineffectiveness challenge leveraged by the Foucauldians is a radical challenge to rationalism 

informed by the reality of power. Rationalists are out of touch with reality by assuming that moral 

reasoning plays a key role in moral progress and by trying to perfect a tool of moral progress, i.e. 

moral reasoning, which is the wrong tool to begin with. Moral progress can be better advanced by 

thinking more deeply about power and engaging in effective power struggles.  

 

In response, Forst insists on a cognitivist reading of power, arguing that power is not effective 

unless its justification is accepted.90 That is not to say that power and norms do not have behavioural 

manifestations. They do. But if we are to challenge power and norms, we must wield the power of 

justification appropriately. Moral reasoning is what guides collective action. Action does not propel 

itself. According to Forst, the ineffectiveness charge rests on a mistaken view of dualism, which 

falsely dichotomizes reason and emotion, mind and body.91  He asserts that a non-dualistic or 

broader notion of moral reasoning can answer the effective charge. But does it, though? In a 

moment, we will explore Anderson’s broader notion of moral discourse which includes collective 

                                                   
90 In his recent work (e.g. Forst, Normativity and Power), Forst engages this criticism in greater depth by 
arguing that power is “noumenal” in nature, and, as such, moral reasoning is necessary and sufficient for 
challenging it. Forst defines power as the capacity of A to motivate B to think or do something that B 
would otherwise not have thought or done. The capacity is non-moral, which can used for good or bad 
ends. The key is that the capacity is “noumenal” (in Forst’s term), that “it is exercised by agents over other 
agents as beings guided by reasons.” The implication of such noumenal nature of power is that it is only 
effective if it is accepted or recognized by agents. Power manifests itself as orders of justification. For 
example, the norm of femininity works through women’s acceptance of the false justifications it embodies. 
The false justifications include that women ought to accept their subordinate social roles because of 
evolutionary biology or neurochemical hard-wiring. Moral reasoning, in particular the reciprocal and 
general dialogue between women and men in this instance, would be both reliable and effective in 
challenging the empirically invalid justifications, thereby destabilizing the acceptance and thus the norm of 
femininity.  
91 Allen et al., “Power and reason,” 22.   
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action as part of its mode. But even that, I argue, is not sufficient to vindicate the effectiveness of 

moral reasoning in changing some norms. It seems that the Foucauldians are right to the extent that 

some socialized form of power is impervious to moral reasoning.  

 

2.2 The Liberal-Democratic Model of Moral Discourse: A Non-Ideal Version  

 

The preceding discussion has identified an ideal version of the Liberal-Democratic Model that 

explains the self-correcting capacity of moral reasoning in terms of the egalitarian and inclusive 

structure of dialogue. In addition, three major problems have been identified and it is not clear 

whether or how they can be addressed. First, it is not clear how the problem of Weak Dialogicality 

can be addressed or how it is possible to avoid relying on the impartial and hypothetical reasoning 

of the experts, given the fact of ordinary people’s biased reasoning and motivation. The actual equal 

inclusion of all affected seems to pollute the inputs of dialogue. Second, since the abstract and 

formal principle of reciprocity and generality is generated in a bias-free world, it faces the problem 

of Unreliability when it is applied in the real world. It fails to pick out the right representatives and 

the right inputs to correct biased judgements. Finally, if power is indeed non-cognitivist in nature, 

the problem of Ineffectiveness seems insurmountable as well. In light of this, we are in need of an 

account of how moral reasoning can penetrate power mediated through norms.  

 

In the remainder of this chapter, I will present a non-ideal version of the Liberal-Democratic Model 

which can address most of the concerns above by reconfiguring primarily the How and Who 

dimensions of moral discourses. The non-ideal Liberal-Democratic Model that I introduce here 

builds on Anderson’s recent work on pragmatist moral epistemology. Although she does not engage 

the literature on discourse ethics, her account of “democratic moral inquiry” is strikingly similar to 

discourse ethics in terms of its deliberative commitments to inclusion and equality. What is 

distinctive and, in my view, superior about Anderson’s approach is her non-ideal methodology: she 



 

56 
 

begins from the real-world constraint of discourses and develops a remedy that is proven to be 

reliable and effective in experience. This particular methodology enables her to discover the 

epistemic relation between power and bias, and to explain the epistemic value of the particular 

standpoint of the oppressed and of contentious mode of discourses, avoiding Forst’s problems of 

Weak Dialogicality and Unreliability.  

 

2.2.1 Anderson’s Account: An Extrapolation   

 

Power as a Potent Source of Bias As a Kantian, Anderson shares Forst’s view on the source of 

moral normativity, namely the autonomous wills of free and equal moral persons.92 To construct 

valid moral norms, ideally speaking, all affected should be included in a moral dialogue on terms 

of equality to determine what is mutually justified.93 While social relations should be egalitarian 

and inclusive in the ideal world, such that the perspectives of all can be included equally, in the real 

world, social relations are marked by power asymmetries and equal inclusion of perspectives is 

skewed. Instead of idealizing away power asymmetries and imagining what people would agree 

upon in an idealized dialogue, Anderson foregrounds it and identifies the particular epistemic 

constraints that it imposes on us. She argues that unaccountable power triggers pervasive self-

serving bias in the minds of the powerful, preventing them from identifying the impartial moral 

point of view. She writes: “A major source of bias is unaccountable power over others…Power 

makes people morally blind. It stunts their moral imaginations and corrupts their moral reasoning, 

tripping them up in contradictions and sophistries.”94 Contra Allen, Anderson takes on a cognitivist 

reading of power: Power operates in the space of reasons. But unlike Forst, who thinks that power 

is subject to an individual’s deliberative control, Anderson recognizes that power operates subtly, 

                                                   
92 Elizabeth Anderson, “What’s the point of equality?” Ethics 109, no. 2 (1999): 313.  
93 Elizabeth Anderson, “The social epistemology of morality: Learning from the forgotten history of the 
abolition of slavery,” in The Epistemic Life of Groups, ed. Michael S. Brady and Miranda Fricker (Oxford: 
Oxford University Press, 2016), 93–94. 
94 Ibid, 93. 
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through the mechanism of self-serving bias which often withstands introspection, and corrupts 

many faculties of the mind, including cognition, affect, perception, and imagination. The argument 

for her claim is part psychological and part historical. Drawing on John Dewey’s account of moral 

psychology, Anderson argues that it is extraordinarily difficult for individuals to distinguish what 

they want from what is right when they hold unaccountable power through which to enforce their 

demands.95 When our moral beliefs conflict with our selfish desires, we tend to bend the relevant 

facts or the relevant moral principles to make moral obligations less demanding, inapplicable or 

excusable, often in ways that we do not even realize.96 Anderson claims that the same psychological 

mechanism that produces moral confusion in powerful individuals also produces it in powerful 

groups. 97  When a privileged group uses their unchecked social power to impose their views 

unilaterally on the subordinate group, such “authoritarian moral inquiry” is prone to the “caprice 

of subjective desires,” “vanity,” “smugness,” and “narcissism.” 98  She offers many historical 

examples to illustrate how an authoritarian moral dialogue produces moral error.  

 

One case study is the reasoning of Nicolas de Condorcet: a French Enlightenment thinker and well-

meaning abolitionist. Like many white abolitionists at the time, he argued that emancipation should 

be gradual rather than immediate. 99  Although France was heavily dependent on slave labor 

economically, Condorcet did not justify gradual emancipation on economic grounds. He also 

identified and understood the relevant moral principle: universal human rights cannot justify 

slavery. Moral distortion occurred more subtly. He bent – or more precisely imagined – facts in 

order to make the principle inapplicable. He imagined that if slaves were emancipated immediately, 

they would form mobs, take revenge against former slave owners, and that the plantation economy 

would collapse and civilization in the colonies would break down. He further imagined that despite 

                                                   
95 Ibid, 91. 
96 This is consistent with the phenomenon of motivated moral reasoning that we examined in Chapter 1. 
97 Ibid. 
98 Ibid, 78, 93. 
99 Ibid, 81–83. 
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their monstrous acts of rape, robbery, tyranny, and sadistic murder, the former masters could teach 

slaves how to handle freedom responsibly. As such, slaves were not yet fit for freedom, and gradual 

emancipation was therefore justified. Anderson claims that Condorcet’s stunted imagination was a 

result of authoritarian moral inquiry: he was both more privileged than the slaves in the colonies, 

and isolated from them.  

 

Another case study Anderson discusses is white abolitionists’ evaluation of the success of 

emancipation.100 Whites judged both the decline in food production in post-emancipation societies 

and the former slaves’ refusal to work for long hours as signs of slaves’ incapacity for freedom. 

This evaluation, Anderson points out, reflects whites’ moral blindness. Whites were morally blind 

to the fact that they drove slaves into poverty and fatigue in the first place. It was only reasonable 

that freed people would diversify their farming (from sugar to corn, barley, oats, potatoes, etc.) to 

meet their subsistence needs, spend more time recovering from injuries, and enjoying family life. 

Yet, self-serving whites ignored their own causal responsibility in structuring freed people’s 

interests and attributed these behaviours to laziness instead. While whites held up the republican 

ideal of freedom (i.e. to be one’s own boss), they failed to apply it consistently to blacks, who 

clearly adhered to it by implementing subsistence farming and refusing to be dominated by whites. 

This blatant contradiction would have been readily visible from the outside, yet self-serving bias 

made it imperceptible from the inside.   

 

Contention of the Oppressed as a Remedy Having identified the epistemic vices arising from 

unaccountable power, the next step in Anderson’s account is to identify the appropriate remedy 

– namely democratic moral inquiry. Drawing again on the history of moral progress rather than 

relying on philosophical speculation, Anderson argues that we should learn from the oppressed (the 

Who), given their privileged epistemic access to demands of morality, and that the powerful are 
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most receptive to the teaching of the oppressed in a contentious dialogue (the How). Let me explain 

the two claims in turn.   

 

As Anderson explains, historically, white abolitionists had tended to construe the moral wrongness 

of slavery in terms of its cruelty and the material deprivation it produced, falsely arguing that it was 

the moral duty of whites to be sympathetic and paternalistic toward slaves. Black abolitionists, 

however, corrected white abolitionists by arguing that the true goal of antislavery movements 

should be to recognize that blacks were worthy of freedom and dignity, and correctly demanded 

full political and legal rights instead of pity and protection.101 Similarly, while whites considered 

slaves to be unfit for freedom, the actions of the slaves – in the form of self-emancipation and 

service in war – demonstrated their competence and dignity to whites. If black people were capable 

of fighting wars, they were fit for freedom. Such examples served to undermine biased assumptions 

about black people’s incompetence and inferiority, which had been used to rationalize slavery.102 

Although Anderson does not provide an explanation of why the oppressed tend to occupy a better 

epistemic standpoint, other than observing that they have tended to do so in the past, I believe that 

the implicit argument for generalizing from these historical examples is that the oppressed tend not 

to have self-serving motivations to rationalize their status quo in the way that the oppressors would. 

As such, their moral reasoning tends to be more reliable. So, while every moral person, regardless 

of their social membership, should have equal normative standing to moral inquiry, the oppressed 

occupy a privileged epistemic (less biased) standpoint in relation to the norm that governs them. 

The oppressed are the reliable representatives of moral reasoning.  

 

But securing reliable inputs from reliable representatives is insufficient. A harder question is how 

to ensure uptake. We cannot simply, as Forst would, wish the powerful to be motivated by 
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reciprocity and reasonableness to learn from their interlocutors. The chances are that the powerful 

are too arrogant to listen. In order to amplify the voices of the oppressed, Anderson places a great 

emphasis on contention. She refers to the “coordinated contention by groups around a shared 

agenda, involving governments as targets, initiators of claims, or third parties.”103 It ranges from 

pure moral argumentation on one pole to riots, wars, and other violent acts on the other. By 

expanding the narrow conception of moral reasoning to include collective action as a mode of moral 

discourse, Anderson manages to avoid partially the ineffectiveness charge that Allen leverages 

against Forst. (I say partially because not all collective action can be explained in terms of the logic 

of moral reasoning, a point to which I shall return shortly.) But how is contentious politics 

communicative? And more importantly, how does it promote uptake on the part of the powerful? 

Anderson explains:   

First, contentious politics – active, practical, mass resistance to the 
moral claims embodied in social institutions enforced by and 
catering to the powerful – is needed to activate genuine practical 
reasoning across all levels of society. The powerful won’t really 
listen to reason – that is, to claims from below – until they no 
longer have the power to routinely enforce their desires. Second, 
the subordinated and oppressed must actively participate in that 
contention. They must manifest in deed and not only words their 
own interest, capacity, and worthiness for the rights and privileges 
they are demanding.104 

Contention is epistemically superior first because of its ability to motivate genuine deliberation (as 

opposed to self-serving rationalization). Given our selfish desire to protect our pre-existing 

privilege, we are prone to motivated ignorance. Contentious activities, such as bargaining, 

demonstrations, disobedience, and rebellion, force the powerful to listen and respond to the claims 

of the oppressed. Anderson cites the Civil Rights Movement as an example of this.105 The numerous 

protests, the occupation of roads, and the major boycotts of stores by black people disrupted the 

routine operation of Southern whites’ selfish desires and forced them to sit up and listen to the 
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demands of black people. Disruptive demonstrations broke through “walls of complacency, 

insularity and ignorance,” and kick-started a series of negotiations and deals between the authorities 

and black people.106  

 

In addition, contention is epistemically superior in conveying relevant information. As we have 

seen, experiences of oppression and disempowerment are often inchoate or fragmenting. They 

cannot be easily conceptualized or communicated in propositional form. Contentious politics 

allows the oppressed to communicate using a diverse mode, including “petitioning, publicity 

campaigns, theatrical performances, candlelight vigils, litigation, and political campaigns to street 

demonstrations, boycotts, teach-ins, sit-ins picketing, strikes, and building occupations.”107 These 

direct actions restore emotions of shame, blame, and guilt among the powerful, and their reason-

responsiveness. Uptake is also promoted because claims made in the contentious mode are more 

vivid.108 For example, in the French Caribbean and the American South, slaves’ resistance in the 

form of escape and through breaking tools and defending themselves against the masters’ violence 

forced authorities to see the gross abuses of the masters clearly. It corrected the moral blindness 

and stunted imagination of the powerful. The authorities ultimately responded to the unrest by 

granting rights to the slaves, such as the right not to work on Saturday afternoons and the right to 

issue formal complaints against their masters’ abuses. From these historical episodes, Anderson 

concludes that moral progress is largely the result of the teaching of the oppressed and not the 

conscientious reflection of the powerful.  

 

2.2.2 Anderson’s Account: An Evaluation  

We have now seen how Anderson’s Liberal-Democratic Model of moral reasoning is 

methodologically non-ideal. It identifies a key constraint on moral discourse (i.e. self-serving bias 
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rooted in power and privileges) and proposes a remedy (i.e. democratic contention by the 

oppressed) which has proven to be effective. In this section, I argue that Anderson’s account 

adequately responds to the charges of Weak Dialogicality and Unreliability, but it may be 

inapplicable and undesirable in some circumstances, and the charge of Ineffectiveness remains to 

be resisted.  

 

Overcoming the Problem of Weak Dialogicality Anderson’s version of the Liberal-Democratic 

Model of moral discourse does not take place “over the heads” of real people. It is designed for 

ordinary folk to use in their everyday moral discourse. Contra Forst, Anderson does not idealize 

reasoners as willing and able to engage in an inclusive and egalitarian dialogue; she takes seriously 

how power asymmetries in reality throw off or undermine this condition. The key to an inclusive 

and egalitarian dialogue is therefore to speak truth to power. And speaking truth to power is not a 

philosophical project of hypothetical reasoning, in which we formulate general and abstract moral 

principles. Rather, moral reasoning occurs on the ground, in the democratic contestation between 

groups about the definition and application of moral norms. That said, I must emphasize here that, 

for Anderson, a contentious moral discourse that seeks to hold power accountable is not reducible 

to mere power struggle, because it still follows the logic of moral reasoning. It is justificatory: a 

mutual claim-making process in which the oppressed seek the justification from the oppressors for 

the norm they impose. Claims can be accepted or rejected on grounds of validity and soundness. 

For example, slave revolts were challenging the racist beliefs of freedom and personhood embodied 

in the norm of slavery. They were not a mere display of force. It is impartial (or general, in Forst’s 

terms): a claim cannot be justified in terms of self-interests or ethnocentric group interests. For 

example, the norm of slavery could not be justified because it benefited the class and material 

interests of the white elites.  
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Overcoming the Problem of Unreliability Part of Forst’s failure is that the idealized principle of 

reciprocity and generality does not provide concrete guidance for individuals to achieve moral 

learning in the non-ideal world of epistemic injustices and asymmetry. Anderson acknowledges 

such epistemic constraints and the impotence of pure moral argumentation in overcoming them. By 

drawing on the actual history of how the powerless have corrected the moral blindness of the 

powerful, Anderson’s Liberal-Democratic Model has the further advantage of integrating insights 

from the post-colonial literature, namely the need to privilege the particular standpoint of the 

oppressed and to widen the notion of moral reasoning to acknowledge the epistemic import of 

contentious modes of communication. As proven in history, this is how the bias can be identified 

and addressed, not through monological introspection or philosophical seminars. As we have seen, 

even well-meaning elites were wrong about slavery.  

 

Despite the advances offered by Anderson’s work, her account may be inapplicable and undesirable 

in some contexts. Here I will flag up two such situations. First, it is inapplicable to moral norms 

governing victims who cannot directly participate in contention on an equal basis. Consider norms 

of animal cruelty and of intergenerational injustice. It is both conceptually and practically difficult 

to imagine how animals and future persons can participate directly and equally. In such cases, it 

may be necessary to rely on hypothetical reasoning or some other forms of representation. Second, 

it is undesirable when it imposes an unwanted burden on the oppressed to resist. Consider the norm 

of white supremacy in the contemporary United States. One might think that the sustained 

contestation of black people is essential to correct white people’s racist beliefs, to demonstrate their 

dignity and intelligence. However, this would require interacting with white people, which some 

black people might not desire – for example, it might prove too traumatizing. Part of the black 

nationalism movement aims to protect black lives from having to engage in toxic interactions with 

white people, and for good reasons. In such cases, the Philosophical Model has the comparative 



 

64 
 

advantage in avoiding participatory difficulties, although the bias therein will need to treated with 

alternative remedies.  

 

Failing the Ineffectiveness Challenge: The Case of the British Slave Trade While Anderson’s 

Model can largely overcome the charges of Weak Dialogicality and Unreliability, in this section I 

argue that it fails to respond adequately to the charge of ineffectiveness. Although the non-ideal 

version of the Liberal-Democratic Model can reliably and effectively improve moral beliefs, it fails 

to improve certain norms or behaviour, particularly behaviour guided by social norms. Rationalists 

should cede to the Foucauldians’ claim that some norms are impervious to moral reasoning. To see 

the limits of Anderson’s model for responding to the ineffectiveness charge, it is helpful to return 

to her own example of moral progress – namely the abolition of the slave trade in Britain.  

 

I shall not dispute Anderson’s claims that British abolition is a case of moral progress and that the 

British abolitionist social movement played a pivotal role. Historians widely agree that the British 

abolition of the slave trade is a genuine case of moral progress.109 The parliamentary bill to outlaw 

the trade in 1807 was not passed for reasons of national economic interest. Nor was it an act of 

political expediency to manage internal crisis or external threat. It reflected a genuine 

transformation of normative attitudes about Britain’s involvement in slavery, from collective 

apathy to collective shame. It is also widely accepted by historians that the abolitionist social 

movement played a pivotal role. Until the 1770s, opposition to slavery was limited to a tiny fraction 

among the ruling elites and clergies. The general public took it for granted that the slave trade was 

a necessary evil to maintain commerce and national prosperity. The social movement began in 1787 

with the formation of the Society for Effecting the Abolition of the Slave Trade. Its founders, 

                                                   
109 See David Brion Davis, The Problem of Slavery in the Age of Revolution 1770–1823 (Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 1999); Seymour Drescher, The Mighty Experiment: Free Labor versus Slavery in British 
Emancipation (New York: Oxford University Press, 2002); Adam Hochschild, Bury the Chains: Prophets 
and Rebels in the Fight to Free an Empire’s Slaves (Boston: Houghton Mifflin, 2005). 



 

65 
 

including Thomas Clarkson, Granville Sharp, and William Wilberforce, mobilized and changed 

public opinion. They helped to organize and connect antislavery societies in various towns and 

cities and held public meetings to enlist support. They united Britons across lines of class, gender, 

and religion in respect of this single cause. They publicized the evils of slavery in the West Indies, 

and of the Middle Passage, by printing pamphlets, publishing testimonies, giving public speeches, 

and circulating poetry. Millions added their names to abolitionists’ petitions, which compelled 

Parliament to outlaw the slave trade.  

 

While Anderson is right to argue that unity, commitment, numbers, and worthiness are key features 

of the abolitionist movement, she errs in thinking that they functioned to correct the self-serving 

bias of the powerful and yield collective moral learning. Anderson writes: 

This particular mode of contentious politics known as the social 
movement is a particularly apt vehicle of progressive moral 
transformation, because it enables people to undertake three tasks 
needed to overcome a principal source of bias: the tendency of the 
powerful to shape and uphold moral norms that confuse the right 
with what the powerful desire for themselves. Through social 
movements, people inform the powerful and the public at large of 
how the needs and interests of the less powerful are ill-served by 
reigning norms. They demonstrate their own moral worth and 
commitment, and thereby bolster the moral authority of their 
claim-making. They expose the powerful and the public at large 
to the characteristic experiences that stimulate moral conscience 
and moral reflection.110 

A closer examination of the movement reveals that the “democratic” element is missing. It may 

well be democratic in terms of including the broad masses of British society. But that is not the sort 

of democracy Anderson considers essential to moral learning. Democratic moral inquiry requires 

equal and direct contention between the powerful group (here the slavers) and the powerless group 

(the disempowered slaves). In the British abolitionist movement, those most concretely affected 

– the slaves in the colonies – did not participate equally or directly in the British Isles. The majority 

of participants in the social movement – including the founders of the Society for the Abolition of 
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the Slave Trade, the members who signed the petitions, and the consumers who boycotted such 

goods as sugar and rum – were white British nationals. It involved at best representation of slaves 

rather than contention by slaves. Slaves did not have an equal opportunity to directly demonstrate 

their own moral worth and commitment to the British slave traders.111      

 

One might respond that I have underestimated the role of slaves, fugitive slaves, emancipated 

slaves, and other people raced as black, who stood in direct contention of slavery in the transatlantic 

British Empire. Slave uprisings in the colonies and resistance on slave ships won the hearts and 

minds of some ex-seamen and ex-slaveholders, who later became activists. Furthermore, many 

arguments made by British abolitionists relied on their interviews or other personal encounters with 

ex-slaves.  

 

However, such an objection misses my point here. There was certainly a broadly democratic moral 

reasoning in the more geographically and temporally extended British Empire. But Anderson’s 

object of study is the abolitionist social movement. Slaves and other subjugated people have 

rebelled throughout history: this rebellion was not limited to the crucial twenty years of this 

particular social movement (1787–1807). Democratic moral reasoning alone cannot explain the 

breakthrough. One might respond by citing slaves’ participation in the social movement itself. Ex-

slaves Ottobah Cugoano, Olaudah Equiano and others formed the abolitionist group, the Sons of 

Africa. Their works helped refute claims about the inherent slavishness or incapacity of slaves.112 

Their contribution should, of course, be acknowledged, but black abolitionists remained a minority 

in the movement. Unless we are ready to do violence to the idea of “equal” participation, their 
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Penguin Books, 1995); Ottobah Cugoano, Thoughts and Sentiments on the Evil and Wicked Traffic of the 
Slavery and Commerce of the Human Species (London: T. Beckett, 1787). 



 

67 
 

participation cannot be meaningfully called democratic. More importantly, if, as Anderson herself 

suggests, unity is a definitive feature of social movements, then black abolitionists’ participation 

does not fit the description. Black abolitionists were not trying to unite with British abolitionists or 

Britons as one voice. For example, Cugoano did not self-identify as British in his works, but instead 

identified himself clearly as “African.”113 His commitment to the abolition of slavery, which was 

more radical than the abolition of the slave trade, also made him an outlier in the movement.114 A 

better way to acknowledge slave participation is not to conflate it with the social movement, but to 

explain how the two worked in tandem. 

 

Not only is the democratic element of Anderson’s story missing; the “moral” element is also 

mischaracterized. According to her interpretation, the public apathy before the movement was an 

indication of moral unreflectiveness, and in turn this unreflectiveness was a result of the self-

serving bias grounded in the power that Britons enjoyed over slaves. Anderson claims that repeated 

petitions, large-scale boycotts, rhetorically powerful speeches, and sentimental poetry successfully 

triggered “moral reflection” among the unreflective masses.115 The use of testimonies vividly 

informed an ignorant public of the brutality of slavery. Anderson’s evidence is the personal story 

of John Newton, a former captain on slave ships, who witnessed firsthand the evils of cruelty for 

decades but had no scruples about this until the abolitionists confronted him.116   

 

But Newton’s story does not demonstrate that the social movement functioned as a vehicle of 

collective moral learning. First, it has been argued (albeit contentiously) that Newton transformed 

his moral conviction before the movement began.117 He broke his silence in 1788 by publishing a 

pamphlet in which he repented his sinful involvement and provided an eyewitness account of the 
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cruelty that happened on the ships. But daring to speak out against a prevailing social norm is not 

the same as changing one’s private conviction. Second, while it is highly probable that people like 

Newton, who benefited directly from the trade, suffered moral blindness as a result of self-serving 

bias, there is little historical evidence to suggest that this also applied to the wider public. In fact, a 

closer look at the historical record reveals that the sort of moral error Anderson has in mind did not 

actually exist. Drawing on the work of historian Seymour Drescher, Anderson herself 

acknowledges that self-serving moral distortion was not the primary factor motivating British pro-

slavery interests and the wider public during the social movement. 118  Unlike their American 

counterparts, Britons with pro-slavery interests did not resort to unsound moral arguments – such 

as “slaves are unfit for freedom” – to rationalize the slave trade. Racist ideology lacked moral 

authority in the British Parliament in the early nineteenth century.119  Those with pro-slavery 

interests shunned questions of morality and justice and focused instead on British economic 

interests in sustaining the trade. Human bondage and suffering offended both secular and religious 

sentiments.120 As Adam Hochschild (whom Anderson cites) remarks, eighteenth-century British 

attitudes included a combination of “scorn,” “condescension,” “kindness,” and, most 

predominantly, a “naïve, puzzled curiosity about people who looked so different.”121  

 

By now it should be clear that the obstacle to moral progress in the case of the British slave trade 

was not the failure of moral reasoning. The British public knew that slavery was evil long before 

the abolitionist movement began. The case further shows that moral reasoning was insufficient for 

moral progress. Knowledge of the wrongness of slavery was met with public apathy. And public 

apathy in the British case is best explained by reference to social expectations rooted in social 

norms rather than interest-based bias.   
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At times, Anderson acknowledges the role of social norms. For instance, she writes: “Even after 

most individuals are persuaded that slavery is wrong, that is not enough to change habits of conduct 

underwritten by shared expectations and attitudes.”122 However, in her work on moral progress, 

Anderson says very little about the nature of these shared expectations. Citing Margaret Gilbert, 

Anderson briefly explains that these shared expectations are generated by the social norms of a 

group which obligate its members to act in accordance with them on the condition that other 

members do too.123 These shared expectations obstruct moral progress when they conflict with and 

override individual private moral convictions: 

Collective moral beliefs are sustained by reciprocal expectations, 
an individual can privately dissent while still participating in the 
practices that sustain the belief for the group. Hence, merely 
changing an individual’s mind through moral argument need not 
change the collective belief. Furthermore, individuals may resist 
acting on their personal conclusions because a belief is held 
collectively.124   

But this introduces a new puzzle for moral progress in general. In what do these shared expectations 

or social norms consist? Why do individuals feel compelled to follow their peer expectations for 

the worse? Could the Foucauldians be right that they are non-cognitivist mechanisms of power, and 

that social norms and the behaviour guided by them are non-rational?  

 

Anderson sometimes suggests that people trust the judgement of their peers over their own.125 But 

why would they deem their peers more reliable than themselves? If they are seeking moral 

guidance, shouldn’t they seek it from the oppressed, or perhaps from moral philosophers? Is this 

some sort of parochial bias, with people tending to care about the opinion of their peers simply 
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because they are their peers? Or are we guided by self-serving bias, since we can benefit from 

conforming to the status quo? Anderson does not address these questions.  

 

Social norms also introduce a new puzzle for the case of British abolition in particular. What were 

the social norms at stake that silenced the majority of Britons? And what reasons were given by 

British abolitionists to persuade their fellow Britons to abandon or change these social norms? If 

those reasons were not new moral reasons, what reasons were they? Instead of addressing these 

puzzles, Anderson subsumes the problem of social norms into that of the self-serving bias of 

power.126 The consequence is unfortunate. Having misdiagnosed the problem as one of biased 

moral reasoning rather than social norms, she then offers the wrong remedy: namely democratic 

and contentious moral reasoning. But as we have seen, while the British abolitionist movement is 

surely contentious, it cannot be accurately described as democratic or moral. And we are still left 

without any account of how to remedy harmful social norms. In my view, a complete account of 

moral progress must provide an account of how to improve social norms, which in turn calls for an 

account of social norms. This will be the primary task for the next two chapters.  

 

 

 

2.3 Conclusion  

 

In this chapter, I have explored a compelling interactionist model of moral reasoning, namely the 

Liberal-Democratic Model, which argues that genuine moral learning takes place in an inclusive 

and egalitarian discourse. In particular, I have defended the bias-correction capacity of the non-

ideal version, which makes salient the epistemic import of the standpoint of the oppressed and the 
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need for practical contention, against the ideal version, which focuses instead on the formal 

requirements of inclusion and equality among rational individuals. If my argument is correct, then 

this vindicates the enabling role of moral reasoning in moral learning from the empirical challenge 

of bias. Although our moral reasoning is often motivated to preserve the status quo, it can be 

corrected under a democratic and contentious discourse. But two important limits have been 

identified. First, the democratic model which focuses on the direct participation of the oppressed is 

inapplicable to cases in which victims cannot or do not want to participate. Second, and more 

importantly, even a sound interactionist model cannot fully vindicate the enabling role of moral 

reasoning in moral progress from the challenge of social norms. As illustrated in the paradigmatic 

case of the British abolition of the slave trade, moral learning played a minimal role in revising the 

social norm of trading slaves at the time. Social norms can be impervious to moral reasoning.  

 

So, where do we go from here? I suggest some sort of model pluralism. This chapter has shown 

that there is no one-size-fits-all approach to moral progress. Moral progress sometimes requires 

challenging biased beliefs embodied in moral norms. When that is the case, then the Liberal-

Democratic Model is preferred. But if the particular moral norm at issue governs those who cannot 

engage in direct democratic participation, then it might be that the Philosophical Model is the only 

option. This also means that we cannot stop improving the reliability of the Philosophical Model. 

At other times, moral progress requires challenging the social expectations embodied in social 

norms. If that is the case, then neither the Philosophical Model nor the Liberal-Democratic Model 

seems relevant or at least sufficient and the toolbox of moral progress needs to be expanded to 

tackle social norms which seem impervious to moral reasoning. 
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Chapter 3                                                                                 

Understanding the Challenge of Social Norms 

 
The last chapter vindicated the role of moral reasoning against the bias challenge by defending the 

non-idealized version of Liberal-Democratic Model. As the history of moral progress shows, if 

moral reasoning occurs under conditions of inclusion, equality, and contention, then self-serving 

biases that are characteristic of powerful individuals and groups can be reliably identified and 

corrected by the less powerful individuals and groups. But biased moral reasoning is not the only 

obstacle to moral progress. Pernicious social norms are another major obstacle.  As the social norm 

of the slave trade in Britain shows, pernicious social norms can persist despite collective knowledge 

of their moral wrongness. The puzzle social norms present to moral progress then is: What are 

social norms? Why are they sometimes impervious to moral reasoning? Could the Foucauldians be 

right in their claim that social norms are nonrational, such that they are beyond the reach of reason? 

And if so, is the role of practical reasoning limited in moral progress after all? Essentially, my 

answer is no. Social norms are not beyond the reach of “reason”, although many are beyond the 

reach of moral reasoning alone. I will argue that social norms are reasons of joint commitment of 

parochial groups which follow a normative logic distinct from that of moral norms. The impartialist 

logic of moral reasoning thus fails to respond to the group-rational logic of social norms. This 

chapter defends the joint commitment account of social norm, explains how it can obstruct moral 

progress as well as the limits of moral reasoning in changing social norms.  

 

My argumentative strategy is as follows. In Section 3.1, I first consider two influential accounts of 

social norms from within the rational choice tradition, namely, David Lewis’s conventional account 

and Cristina Bicchieri’s shared expectation account. Lewis influentially argues that social norms 

are mere arbitrary conventions (e.g. driving on the right side of the road). They are mere norms of 
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prudence, present self-serving reasons to act. However, as Bicchieri, and many others, have argued, 

Lewis’s account fails to explain the obligatory nature of many social norms (e.g. wearing blacks at 

funerals, gift-giving, queuing) and the fact that social norm compliance (e.g. killing one’s daughter 

in compliance to the norm of social honour, recycling, cutting one’s genitals) often goes against 

self-interest. 127  Her alternative view is that social norms are shared empirical and normative 

expectations. There is an ought-judgment in most social norms, which explains the obligatory 

nature. But staying true to the rational choice tradition, she argues that the motivation to conform 

is not the inherent normativity or the normative content of social norm, for social norms can be 

immoral. Rather, the motivation to conform to social norms is reducible to self-interest to avoid 

sanctions (e.g. social ostracization and exclusion) entailed by normative expectations. In 

Bicchieri’s view, the challenge social norms present to moral progress is the conflict between self-

interest and objective moral demands. While her account better explains the nature of social norms 

than Lewis’s account, I reject Bicchieri’s account for reducing motivation to conform to sanction-

avoidance. Unless people genuinely care about the normative content of social norms, sanctions 

cannot play the role of sustaining social norms. 

  

I turn to the shared agency approach in Section 3.2 and discuss a leading account of social norms: 

Gilbert’s joint commitment account. Unlike rational choice theories, shared agency theories view 

humans as fundamentally pro-social rather than selfish. In Gilbert’s view, social norms are typically 

engendered by joint commitment of wills of particular communities. Social norms are motivating 

because socially rational agents recognize the intrinsic normativity in social norms: they are joint 

commitments to which one is a part. They are “our” expectations, expressive of “our” identity. 

They are irreducible to either self-serving reasons or moral reasons, rather, they are typically “We”-

reasons to act. I will argue that Gilbert’s account best explains what social norms are, why they are 

                                                   
127 For a summary and critique of the development of the Lewisian view, see Elizabeth Anderson, “Beyond 
homo economicus: new developments in theories of social norms,” Philosophy and Public Affairs 29 
(2000): 170–200.  
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motivating, and the challenge of social norms to moral progress in particular: namely, that immoral 

social norms present a normative conflict between two sorts of normativity: social and moral. I will 

present empirical evidence to show how often social normativity trumps moral normativity.  

 

Finally, in Section 3.3, I trace the implications of the Gilbertian account of social norms for the 

Liberal-Democratic Model of moral learning. I argue that since the Model responds to the logic of 

moral norms, and not the logic of social norms, it is therefore unable to interrogate social norms. I 

conclude that to reconcile the normative conflict between moral and social normativity, we must 

look for a new model to respond to the logic of joint commitment, and identify We-reasons to 

improve social norms. 

 

3.1 Social Norms as Norms of Instrumental Rationality  

 

The hallmark of rational choice theory is the reduction of human motivation to instrumental 

rationality. David Lewis, in his 1969 seminal work Convention: A Philosophical Study, argues that 

social norms are products of strategic interactions of instrumentally rational, self-interested 

individuals. His account has since been criticized and extended in various ways. Recently, Cristina 

Bicchieri’s normative expectation account has been considered one of the most successful 

extensions. But as I will argue, even Bicchieri’s account fails to explain the motivational force of 

social norms. In particular, her account cannot adequately explain why people would conform to 

social norms which are both against their self-interest and are widely known to be immoral. The 

failure to recognize distinctly social motivation requires that we move beyond the rational choice 

framework, or so I will argue in this section.  

 

3.1.1 Lewis’s Conventional Account  
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David Lewis famously argues that social norms are just species of social conventions.128 Social 

conventions are defined as the stable equilibria of coordination games. In coordination games, there 

are at least two equally good solutions that serve the interests of all players equally well. A classic 

example is driving on a particular side of the road. To avoid collision, either right or left serves just 

as well. But which side would instrumentally rational, self-interested agents choose? Lewis argues 

that people would choose on the basis of precedence. If they observe a particular pattern of 

behaviour – say, driving on the right – then this is what they expect others to do. A practice is said 

to give rise to an empirical expectation, a first-order belief (“I believe others will do so and so”) 

based on statistical probability.129 An empirical expectation is to be contrasted with a normative 

expectation, a second-order belief (“I believe others believe I should do so and so”) based on a 

normative judgement of others.130 In the road example, the pattern of driving on the right does not 

give rise to a normative expectation because I do not believe others judge that I should drive on the 

right, for it is morally arbitrary to drive on either side. I only believe that others will drive on the 

right. In this sense, social norms are typically non-normative in content. Having an empirical 

expectation about what others will do is not sufficient for a social norm to exist. It must further 

generate a conditional preference to conform. It is conditional on what individuals expect others to 

do. That is, its conditionality is of the form: “I will only if you will.” Given such convergence of 

conditional preferences, members of the relevant population succeed in coordinating their 

behaviours. Lewis argues that this will work only if all of this is “out in the open,” which is also 

called the “common knowledge” condition. To formulate Lewis’s conventional account, a social 

norm exists if and only if most of the members of the population know, and know that most others 

know, of: 

 

                                                   
128 David K. Lewis, Convention: A Philosophical Study (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1969).  
129 Cristina Bicchieri, “Norms, conventions, and power of expectations,” in Philosophy of Social Science, 
ed. Nancy Cartwright and Eleonora Montuschi (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2014), 226. 
130 Ibid. 
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a. the existence of a pattern of behavioural regularity in a population;  

b. the existence of the empirical expectation of others to conform to the pattern of 

behavioural regularity; and  

c. the conditional preference held by all members of the population to conform to the 

empirical expectation.  

 

But one may ask: Why would a shared empirical expectation of mutual conformity create a 

conditional preference to conform, despite its arbitrary content? Lewis’s answer is that humans are 

self-interested, instrumentally rational agents. Since mutual conformity to the convention is 

instrumentally rational, there is no reason for them to defect. There is no reason for anyone to drive 

on the left if everyone has been driving on the right. It serves everyone’s self-interest to stick to the 

convention and coordinate in harmony. As such, sanctions are typically unnecessary for creating 

and maintaining conventions, on Lewis’s account.   

 

While the conventional account may explain the nature of a small range of social norms (e.g. 

driving on one side of the road) and people’s conformity to them, it clearly fails explain the nature 

of most social norms and the motivational reason for conformity. First, many social norms carry 

normative content. They typically involve both normative and empirical expectations. Consider 

examples that concern us the most: female genital cutting (hereafter FGC), footbinding, honour 

killing, duelling, racism and the slave trade. They all include both the empirical expectation about 

what others believe I will do and the normative expectation about what others believe that I should 

do. In the minds of those who participated in footbinding, they did not merely believe that “Others 

will bind their daughter’s feet”; they also believed that “Others believed that I should bind my 

daughter’s feet.” The reason that social norms involve normative expectations can be explained by 

our normative attitudes. We don’t feel that it is up to us to abandon a social norm or choose an 

alternative practice. For example, we don’t feel that it is up to us to wear red to funerals. Rather, 



 

77 
 

we feel that we should wear black, as prescribed by the social norm of mourning in the West. The 

feeling of obligation indicates the ought in the social norm. In addition, normative sanctions 

typically follow non-conformity in the above counterexamples. People are typically socially 

criticized or marginalized by their community members. We will be criticized for being rude by 

wearing red to funerals. This also indicates that these social norms are not merely shared empirical 

expectations of mutual conformity which do not carry any sanctions.  

 

Instrumental rationality cannot be the sufficient motivational reason to conform either. Going back 

to the cases of our concern, it often seems instrumentally irrational to conform to them because 

they are against one’s immediate self-interest. For example, the duelling norm caused grave bodily 

injury or even death to oneself. Killing one’s daughter cannot be said to advance one’s self-interest 

either, for parents typically suffer great emotional pain, self-blame and guilt. To be sure, conformity 

to some immoral social norms may seem to be prudentially motivated. For example, whites’ 

conformity to the norm of racism can elevate their social status as whites. Also, if I am a 

slaveholder, my conformity to the norm of slavery can serve my material interests by exploiting 

the labour of the slaves. Even so, the motivational reason does not seem to be reducible to brute 

interest as it is specifically group-serving rather than self-serving. The norm of racism serves whites 

as a group; and the norm of slavery serves the slaveholders as a group. This problem is stark when 

group-interest and self-interest diverge. In the Jim Crow era, many restaurants and hotels 

conformed to the racist norm by refusing to serve black customers to the detriment of their own 

businesses’ self-interest to maximize profits.131 If individuals did not stand to gain from a self-

serving sense – and, moreover, if they might even stand to lose out – what explains the conformity 

to these pernicious social norms?  

 

                                                   
131 Cass R. Sunstein, “Unleashed,” Aug 22, 2017, SSRN, <https://ssrn.com/abstract=3025749>. 
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Bicchieri’s normative expectation account is meant to fix both the explanatory and the motivational 

problems in Lewis’s conventional account. But as I argue in the next sub-section, she fails in respect 

of the latter task.  

 

3.1.2 Bicchieri’s Normative Expectation Account  

 

Following Lewis, Bicchieri models human behaviour within a rational choice framework, reducing 

norm-conformity to instrumental rationality. The chief motivation for Bicchieri to modify Lewis’s 

account is to explain behaviour in cooperation games rather than coordination games. In a 

coordination game, participants’ interests are aligned, as we have seen in the road use example. But 

as many have argued, the context of social norms does not seem to fit the setting of a coordination 

game, as participants’ interests do not always align. Rather, it is a cooperation game, where 

participants’ interests come into conflict. Everyone would benefit from uniform cooperation. But 

each of them stands to gain from unilateral defection. This means that it is individually rational to 

defect, prudentially speaking. For example, it would benefit me if everyone recycles and I shirk. A 

social norm of recycling could not exist if everyone thinks this way; and yet it does. This is the 

paradox of social cooperation: Why wouldn’t people free ride if they are instrumentally rational? 

Bicchieri’s answer is shared normative expectation, whose presence transforms a cooperation game 

into a coordination game. Let me explain. 

 

On Bicchieri’s view, social norms are not just a species of social convention; they are distinctly 

normative in the sense that they consist of shared normative expectations. On Bicchieri’s account, 

a social norm exists when enough members of a reference network know, and know enough others 

know, of:   

 

a.  the existence of a pattern of behavioural regularity in a reference network; 
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b. the existence of the empirical expectation of most people in the reference network to 

conform to the pattern of behavioural regularity;  

c. the existence of the normative expectation of most people in the reference network to 

conform to the pattern of behavioural regularity; and 

d. the conditional preference held by most people in the reference network to conform to 

the empirical and the normative expectations.132   

 

As we can see from the above, the major difference between Bicchieri and Lewis’s accounts is the 

addition of a shared normative expectation of conditional conformity as a necessary condition for 

a social norm to exist. But before I explain what that is, I want to first briefly explain the notion of 

a reference network. On Bicchieri’s account, not all normative expectations matter; rather, only 

those of one’s reference network matter. But what constitutes a reference network? Bicchieri does 

not provide a clear or detailed definition, but it loosely refers to the “relevant others” who matter 

to the actor in question. A reference network could be a social group or community to which one 

belongs, but it need not. It could be more scattered or looser than that. It most certainly does not 

have to be “one of us.” To use Bicchieri’s examples, a “fashionable crowd” which one looks up to, 

or the people in a foreign town where one is visiting can constitute reference networks. Even though 

one does not associate with these relevant others on a daily basis, their expectations about what is 

fashionable or what is polite matter in the situation.133 (As we will see later, Gilbert offers a stricter 

definition of the “relevant others.”) 

 

Let’s now turn to the essence of a social norm – namely shared normative expectations of 

conditional conformity. As mentioned above, normative expectations are second-order beliefs 

                                                   
132 Cristina Bicchieri, Norms in the Wild: How to Diagnose, Measure, and Change Social Norms (New 
York: Oxford University Press, 2016), 19. See also Cristina Bicchieri, The Grammar of Society: The 
Nature and Dynamics of Social Norms (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2006), 1–52. 
133 Bicchieri, Norms in the Wild, 19. 
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about what the majority of the reference network believe I should do. Unlike empirical 

expectations, normative expectations are experienced as obligations or “oughts.” They override 

personal inclinations to do otherwise. To use Bicchieri’s own example, the social norm of fairness 

involves both the first-order belief that others will be fair, and the second-order belief that others 

believe that I ought to be fair. I experience the normative expectation to be fair as normatively 

binding, overriding my personal inclination to be unfair. This contrasts with the content of a 

convention, which consists solely of a first-order belief. In the road example, there is no second-

order belief that others believe that I ought to drive on the right, beyond what is prudentially right 

for me (e.g. not getting killed). Bicchieri adds that the nature of this ought of a social norm is 

distinct from the ought of a moral norm because the former is conditional on shared expectation of 

conditional conformity whereas the latter is not.134 We feel that we should conform to a social norm 

if and only if we believe that others believe that we should, too. For example, unless most members 

in my reference network believe that I should conform to the norm of fairness, I do not believe that 

I should be fair. The “social ought” is conditional to the shared normative expectation. While 

Bicchieri is agnostic about whether genuine moral norms – that is, norms that inspire unconditional 

conformity – exist, assuming that they do she argues that the “moral ought” is unconditional. She 

believes that the norm against murder is probably a moral ought. Whether or not others in her 

reference network believe that she should refrain from murder, she still believes that she should 

not. 

 

Insofar as the nature of social norms is concerned, I believe that Bicchieri’s normative expectation 

account represents an improvement on Lewis’s conventional account. While it is debatable whether 

shared empirical expectations are necessary for social norms to exist, shared normative 

                                                   
134 Bicchieri, The Grammar of Social World, 20–21. 
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expectations are definitely necessary.135 This explains the obligatory nature of social norms. I 

further agree with Bicchieri that the obligatory nature of a social norm is distinct from a moral norm 

because it is conditional on peer expectations of conformity. This fits the examples I listed above. 

Practices such as duelling and footbinding existed in the particular reference networks only when 

the majority of the members in the relevant networks expected that the others should conform such 

practices. As the expectations went away, the practices also disappeared. As we will see later, this 

contrast between the ought of social norms and the ought of moral norms in terms of conditionality 

of mutual conformity reappears in Gilbert’s account. So, does this mean that social norms obstruct 

moral norms because this distinctly social sense of obligation trumps individuals’ moral sense of 

obligation? Bicchieri argues not. Ultimately, on Bicchieri’s view, people are motivated to conform 

to social norms out of self-interest, albeit a more nuanced account of self-interest. Let me explain.  

 

As I said, the hallmark of rational choice theory is the reduction of human motivation to 

instrumental rationality. How, then, do we understand the relation between the feeling of obligation 

to conform to social norms and self-interested prudential reasons to conform? Doesn’t the former 

preclude the latter, and therefore rational choice theory fails to explain the nature of social norms? 

To accommodate the normative content of social norms with her rational choice framework, 

Bicchieri relies on the notion of normative sanctions. She argues that shared normative expectations 

typically invite social sanctions in cases of non-conformity (and, conversely, social approval in 

cases of conformity). Transgressors may be socially ostracized or even excluded from the reference 

network. On the other hand, conformists can earn social esteem and status. It is the self-interested 

prudential consideration to avoid social sanctions or earn social approval that ultimately generates 

the conditional preference to cooperate on the condition that others do so too. To put it in game-

theoretic terms, as Bicchieri does, the existence of normative expectations transforms a cooperative 

                                                   
135 Brennan et al. argue that there can be shared normative expectations without shared empirical 
expectations. See Geoffrey Brennan, Lina Eriksson, Robert E. Goodin, and Nicholas Southwood, 
Explaining Norms (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2016), 20–22. 
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game into a coordination game. In light of social pressure, it is in everyone’s interest to conform. 

In the new game generated by social norms, choosing to defect when others cooperate is no longer 

a good choice. The existence of sanctions for non-conformity explains the lower payoff.  

 

This is how Bicchieri retains the hallmark of the rational choice framework. Conformity does not 

rely on the intrinsic normative force of social norms, because compliance is reducible to self-

interest. In Bicchieri’s view, this is a theoretical advantage. Since most social norms arise from 

arbitrary conventions or spontaneous interactions, they do not necessarily track anything of value. 

They are not deeply normative. The formation of shared normative expectations is often due to 

“herding behaviour” – the disposition to conform to the actions or opinions of other individuals in 

ambiguous or uncertain situations.136 People tend to move from an “is” to an “ought” rather 

automatically and arbitrarily over unplanned and repeated interactions. Tattoos may start out 

merely as a fashion convention. But a gang may imbue them with social meaning to serve as an 

important and meaningful signal of the group, and expect that gang members should have tattoos. 

Greeting conventions may also morph into social norms of civility over time whereby people come 

to feel obligated to greet in certain ways to express social status.137 The existence and persistence 

of deeply oppressive social norms, Bicchieri argues, further shows that social norms are not defined 

or motivated by any intrinsic normativity. To Bicchieri’s examples, some Arab women may 

observe Muslim sexual mores and Corsican men embrace norms of revenge. Participants may 

privately think their communal norms oppressive and ill-suited to modern life. Yet, they conform 

out of fear of being punished if they violate the shared normative expectation. Sanctions keep 

immoral social norms in place. And continued conformity perpetuates the perceived legitimacy of 

                                                   
136 Bicchieri, The Grammar of Society, 216–17. 
137 Bicchieri recognizes the fact that not all shared normative expectations arise from shared empirical 
expectations. Sometimes it is the other way around. Shared normative expectations may arise first, due to, 
for example, a joint commitment or the need to eliminate negative externalities. Shared empirical 
expectations follow. Be that as it may, what makes a social norm a social norm is the fact that it is the 
shared normative and empirical expectation of the majority of one’s reference network. See Bicchieri, 
Norms in the Wild, 11–27. 
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the social norms, which is enough for social norms to exist and motivate. That is because people 

do not have to accept the shared normative judgement underlying the shared normative expectation. 

The mere knowledge that it is in fact the shared normative expectation suffices. Sanctions – social 

pressure, to be precise – are sufficient motivational reason. The refusal to recognize the inherent 

normative force of social norms, as we will see, is an important contrast with Gilbert’s account.   

 

If Bicchieri is correct, then the problem of pernicious social norms is reducible to the familiar 

problem of motivating self-interested people to act morally. On her account, people comply with 

moral norms for reasons of self-interest, and so the challenge is to motivate people to act on the 

basis of moral reasons rather than self-interest. In my view, this overlooks the fact that social norms 

generate their own competing normativity: the problem of pernicious social norms is not 

instrumental rationality versus non-instrumental moral rationality, but rather non-instrumental 

social rationality versus non-instrumental moral rationality.   

 

First of all, consider examples of social norms which conflict with one’s self-interest and one’s 

better judgement. Why would people care to impose and enforce normative sanctions for non-

conformity with such social norms? This is quite absurd.138 Enforcement of social sanctions is 

costly. Policing opinions takes time, emotional labour, and requires sacrificing social connections. 

And unless sanctions are consistently enforced, they are not effective. One can imagine that if non-

conformity is widespread, social sanctions are cost-prohibitive. As many people argue, a social 

norm would be highly unstable if its survival relied heavily on sanctions. In other words, sanctions 

can only function to put the marginal members back in line but not motivate the conformity of the 

majority. This suggests that members must, in some sense or on some level, accept the normative 

judgement underlying a shared normative expectation, and it is this acceptance that motivates 

                                                   
138 Anderson makes a similar argument against Robert Sudgen’s emotional sanction account of social norm. 
See Anderson, “Beyond homo economicus,” 181–85.  
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conformity. Normative sanctions seem to be the mere consequence of the inherent normativity of 

social norms.  

 

Bicchieri is aware of this objection. To address it, she provides an epistemic answer. She believes 

that those people who conform to social norms that are widely deemed immoral are caught in an 

epistemic trap, which she refers to as “pluralistic ignorance.” In Bicchieri’s words, pluralistic 

ignorance is a “psychological state characterized by the belief that one’s private thoughts, attitudes, 

and feelings are different from those of others, even though one’s public behavior is identical.”139 

Individuals wrongly infer that, unlike themselves, others must be thinking and feeling the way they 

are acting. In other words, people are mistaken about the content of the shared normative 

expectations of one’s reference network; and thus, they enforce the misperceived normative 

expectation (even when it conflicts with their own better judgement). In one of Bicchieri’s 

examples, caregivers who report a negative judgement on physical punishment still engage in 

physical punishment in large numbers.140 The point, I take it, is that the majority of caregivers find 

physical punishment immoral. They do not endorse the shared normative expectation. So why do 

they conform even when they find it immoral? Bicchieri suspects that caregivers are trapped in 

pluralistic ignorance: since no one speaks out or openly transgresses the norm for fear of being 

regarded as “weak” or “uncaring” parents, they wrongly infer that other caregivers judge corporal 

punishment to be right. Since caregivers are under the misperception that most parents judge 

physical punishment to be acceptable, they follow the misperceived social norm. In her view, this 

is how immoral social norms survive despite people privately judging them to be immoral and 

preferring not to conform to them if everyone else would not. On Bicchieri’s view, social norms 

under the state of plural ignorance are highly unstable. Once there is an open discussion about what 

                                                   
139 Bicchieri, The Grammar of Society, 186. 
140 Bicchieri, Norms in the Wild, 42-3. 
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the majority actually think, mutual conformity would cease as the misperception of the norm is 

corrected.  

 

This response is inadequate in many ways. As Bicchieri’s own example shows, caregivers want to 

be perceived as strong and caring parents, beyond wanting to avoid sanctions. To be sure, Bicchieri 

can insist by arguing that people do not care to be a good parent per se. Rather, people want to be 

esteemed as such because social esteem is an instrumentally valuable thing. Perhaps social esteem 

brings joy. Or perhaps having social esteem helps with regard to accessing future opportunities in 

the social network. In this way, social esteem is social capitals and privileges. Here, we can still 

press on and ask why it is that being esteemed by one’s peers is a good thing and why being 

excluded or criticized by one’s peers is a bad thing, from a self-interested rational agent’s point of 

view. Why do we care about the opinion of our peers over and above our own judgement about 

what is right and about what is in our own interest? Presumably, an anti-social person would care 

little about enjoying the good opinion of others or having access to opportunities in her particular 

social network. Social capital is only valuable to social agents. Social pressure, too, can only 

pressure social agents. Finally, as Bicchieri herself emphasizes, social norms entail social 

sanctions. Why do we punish non-conformity by excluding the party concerned from one’s 

community instead of issuing a heavy fine? Social membership seems to play quite a distinctive 

role in explaining why people care to enforce a social norm and sanction its non-conformity. It 

seems likely that social motivation is lurking in the background, although the self-serving talk of 

sanction obscures it. This, I think, is a major weakness of every rational choice account, which 

offers an impoverished account of human motivation. And Bicchieri does not or cannot avoid it.    

 

In addition to the inability to explain how social sanctions arise and motivate, the pluralistic 

ignorance explanation is not compelling either. If Bicchieri is right to say that conformity to 

immoral social norms is the result of pluralistic ignorance rather than the intrinsic normative force 
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of social norms, then it should follow that if pluralistic ignorance is corrected, there will be no 

motivational reason to conform. This need not be the case. Going back to the earlier examples, even 

if Arab women and Corsican men privately dislike their community norms, this does not rule out 

the possibility that they qua members of the referent community believe these communal norms 

are right for their communal life.141 They may feel the obligation to follow in terms of their social 

role rather than their private capacity. So, even if it is revealed to them that other people in the 

community personally dislike the norms after open discussion, it does not necessarily follow that 

they no longer feel the obligation to follow qua member. Whether these members do follow, I will 

argue, depends on what the community thinks. As we will see in greater detail in Chapter 5, the 

motivation to conform to the social norm of the slave trade was not a case of pluralistic ignorance. 

Even when it became public knowledge that most people found it immoral, this was not enough to 

abolish the norm. People still needed a distinctly social reason – reason connected to their social 

identity.  

 

Finally, we must also ask how one would be motivated to conform to a social norm which is against 

self-interest when unobserved. If Bicchieri is right in her claim that we do not recognize the inherent 

normativity of a social norm, and that we conform only because of social pressure, then when 

unobserved we would deviate following the logic of instrumental rationality. But this need not be 

the case. For example, the social norm of solidarity in Hong Kong requires Hong Kong citizens to 

turn up at rallies and protests against Chinese oppression. As a private individual, I would dread 

walking in extreme heat, getting tear-gassed, or even arrested. Since many people would probably 

turn up at these major protests and most would wear masks to avoid identification and retaliation, 

no one would know whether or not I had joined. Social pressure cannot function in this case. Insofar 

as instrumental rationality is concerned, I should not and would not go. But I would still feel 

obligated to go. I would feel guilty for disappointing my fellows’ solidaristic expectation if I failed 

                                                   
141 See Brennen et al., Explaining Norms, and Anderson, “Beyond homo economicus.”  
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to turn up. Prudential considerations about sanction-avoidance do not come close to explaining my 

normative attitudes of letting down my fellows and guilt over being unsolidaristic. It seems that I 

recognize the normative judgement underlying the normative expectation – the best way to show 

solidarity to my fellow Hongkongers is to turn up at anti-China protests and rallies; and it is this 

recognition, the intrinsic force of the social norm, that explains my normative attitudes.  

 

All these counterexamples point to the intrinsic normativity of social norms that are irreducible to 

pluralistic ignorance or instrumental rationality. Bicchieri may have successfully transformed a 

cooperation game into a coordination game, solving a cooperative dilemma with the use of 

normative sanctions. But as we have seen, a wide range of social norms, norms which conflict with 

one’s self-interest and moral judgement, do not fit with the context of cooperation between self-

interested agents. Parents who need to figure out how to be good parents, Arab women who need 

to figure out how to express their Arab women identity, and Hong Kong citizens who need to figure 

out how to express their group solidarity are not trying to free ride and attain the benefits of 

cooperation by co-members. They seem to want to participate in these practices for reasons of 

social connection – to fulfil a sense of social obligation as a member of a particular community, to 

validate their social identity of a particular cultural group and to express a sense of solidarity with 

their fellows. These distinctly social phenomena, I argue, are best explained within a shared agency 

framework, which Gilbert’s joint commitment account provides.    

 

3.2 Social Norms as Norms of Social Rationality 

 

Gilbert’s joint commitment account of social norms is a radical departure from the rational choice 

tradition, because it seeks to understand social norms from a collective rather than an individualist 

frame of mind. In Gilbert’s view, we cannot make sense of the nature of social norms and their 
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compliance unless we understand them through the social rationality of shared agency, or the reason 

to act for a “plural subject” with the pronoun “We.”  

 

A social norm, on Gilbert’s account, is a principle of action jointly committed (or accepted) by a 

group with respect to how one is to act in certain situations. The group has jointly committed to a 

principle when each individual member has expressed “readiness to be bound” with all other 

individual members of the group and this becomes common knowledge for all members.142 This 

essence of joint commitment – mutual expression of mutual readiness to be bound – explains what 

social norms are and why they are motivationally sufficient.  

 

A joint commitment typically gives rise to a shared normative expectation to conform. Here, one 

may think that Gilbert and Bicchieri’s accounts are essentially the same. After all, both claim that 

social norms consist of shared normative expectations of mutual conformity. But the similarity 

should not be overstated. While both consider shared normative expectations to be the essential 

ingredient of social norms, they disagree deeply over why shared normative expectations are 

motivationally sufficient. Let me explain, beginning at the most general level: the notion of a 

commitment.   

 

On the most basic level, commitments are products of practical reasoning. More specifically, 

commitments are species of intentions that give agents reason to act in particular ways, typically 

ways that allow them to create or remain involved in projects that they have chosen (or in which 

they find themselves), even in the face of contingent inclinations or interests to no longer continue 

doing so. In other words, commitments are obligations willed by agents (by way of legislation or 

affirmation) to bind themselves. Joint commitments are a sub-species of commitments. Gilbert 

                                                   
142 Margaret Gilbert, Joint Commitment: How We Make the Social World (Oxford: Oxford University 
Press, 2013), 401. 
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contrasts the notion of joint commitment with that of personal commitment. 143  Personal 

commitments are a source of personal obligations. As obligations owed to oneself, personal 

commitments can be terminated by oneself on the balance of reasons. To use Gilbert’s favourite 

example, Jack intends to walk up the hill. If later he gives up midway, absent any special 

circumstances, one can say that Jack fails to commit to his own will, as rationality requires. In a 

different scenario, if Jack finds himself too ill to walk, he is entitled to terminate his personal 

commitment. There is nothing irrational about the termination on the balance of reasons. By 

contrast, joint commitments cannot be terminated by oneself on the balance of reasons, because 

they are mutual obligations. To use Gilbert’s example again, Jack and Sue intend to walk together. 

If later Jack gives up midway, absent any special circumstances, Sue has a standing to rebuke Jack. 

However, even if Jack has a legitimate excuse, i.e. he finds himself too ill to walk, Sue still has a 

standing to rebuke Jack because Jack has not acquired Sue’s agreement. He cannot rescind it 

unilaterally, without Sue’s approval. This is the logic of social rationality that is operative in social 

norms that Gilbert wants to contrast with both instrumental rationality and moral rationality. 

According to social rationality, an individual member owes it to co-members to conform to a 

principle of action that they jointly will; and termination must also be jointly willed. One feels duty-

bound to conform to the group’s consensus, over and above one’s personal interest and judgement. 

How is this rational, socially speaking?   

 

Gilbert explains social rationality, or the inherent normative force of social norms, by looking at 

how the latter are formed. It is the particular constitution of a social norm that makes it both 

normative and motivational at the same time. The focus on how social norms arise contrasts sharply 

with Bicchieri’s account. As explained above, Bicchieri argues that shared normative expectations 

often arise in arbitrary and spontaneous ways. How and why shared normative expectations are 

                                                   
143 Margaret Gilbert, A Theory of Political Obligation: Membership, Commitment and the Bonds of Society 
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2006), 125–64.  
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generated do not matter to the nature and the motivational sufficiency of social norms. Gilbert, on 

the other hand, argues that shared normative expectations are neither arbitrary nor irrational if they 

are generated by joint commitments of wills. Joint commitment of wills is the mutual expression of 

mutual readiness to be bound. It may take the form of a voluntary agreement, but it need not. Mutual 

readiness to be bound can be implied from one’s continued behavioural conformity. An individual’s 

behavioural manifestation must be intentional at some level, but it need not be deliberative. In 

Gilbert’s words, an individual can “sign on” although not “inherit” a social norm. She writes,  

…entry into a joint commitment is at some level intentional. That 
is not to say that it must be a matter of deliberation or forethought, 
and, though its implications must be understood, they need not be 
consciously noted or dwelt on at the time.144 

So, for example, even though I do not form a voluntary agreement with members of my community 

to wear black at funerals, I have nonetheless jointly committed my wills with them through my 

continued behavioural conformity of wearing black to funerals. My continued behavioural 

conformity is a manifestation of readiness to be bound with others to observe the principle of 

mourning. Even though my conformity need not be a matter of conscious action, let alone 

deliberation, as I never really reflect on my own or discuss with my fellows that this is indeed the 

right way to mourn, it is nonetheless a matter of display of readiness to be bound given the 

opportunity to observe my fellows’ speech and behaviour that black is the appropriate colour of 

mourning in my community over an extended period of time. I have signed on to this mourning 

principle.  

 

To acquire normativity, the mutual expression of mutual readiness to be bound must further be a 

matter of common knowledge. This is not a demanding notion, though. In large-scale societies 

characterized by “anonymity” and “impersonality,” members need not know what each individual 

                                                   
144 Gilbert, A Theory of Political Obligation, 168. 
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member intends. It is sufficient for members to know what the group generally intends as a group.145 

For example, it is sufficient for members to know that there is a group of us who wear black to 

funerals. We do not need to know the particular individuals who wear black at funerals. It is 

sufficient that we know there is this population to “clinch” the existence of a joint commitment. 

The knowledge is “out in the open,” so to speak. 

 

Even if we accept Gilbert’s account of joint commitment as explaining how social norms are 

typically formed, and as such are not arbitrary, what explains their motivational sufficiency? Why 

is joint commitment so important that it tips one’s balance of reasons? I take Gilbert’s answer to be 

that the reason lies in its value of social connection or function in “We”-constitution. To appreciate 

how joint commitment can connect members or constitute a plural subject (We), we need to 

understand the structure of shared intention or judgement.146 Gilbert distinguishes two views of 

sharing judgements: the convergence view and the consensus view.  

 

On the convergence view, a group is said to share a judgement if enough members happen to judge 

that some principle P is acceptable. Crucial to the view is that the reasons for the members to judge 

that P is acceptable are normatively and causally independent of one another. For example, citizens 

of Hong Kong judge that democracy is valuable. Citizen A judges that democracy is valuable 

because she thinks that it leads to better policymaking. Citizen B judges that democracy is valuable 

because he thinks that it is a basic human right. Citizen C judges that democracy is valuable because 

every other alternative to Chinese authoritarian rule is better. The reasons for sharing the judgement 

that democracy is valuable are normatively and causally independent. What A thinks is not decisive 

for what B or C thinks. Even if A were to change her mind, B or C will not. On Gilbert’s view, in 

                                                   
145 Gilbert calls this “population common knowledge,” which she defines as “the common knowledge 
between people considered by those involved as members of a population individuated by means of a 
certain general description” (A Theory of Political Obligation, 177). 
146 Gilbert does not reduce judgements to attitudes, values, beliefs, or meanings. She believes that joint 
commitments are compatible with various meta-ethical views of judgements. I concur with this view.  
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this group, although there is a sense of sharing judgement, because these people converge on the 

same judgement, it is a “superficial kind of unity.” The members’ views are “entirely loose and 

separate” from each other. 147  Shared normative judgements of this kind are not intrinsically 

normative or motivating for members. It is a mere convergence of normative judgements that 

individuals simultaneously hold.148 

 

By contrast, on the consensus view, a group is said to share a judgement if enough members judge 

that some principle P is acceptable because enough members judge that some principle P is 

acceptable. Crucial to this view is that the reasons for members to judge that P is acceptable are 

normatively and causally dependent on one another. Unlike the scenario above, citizens of Hong 

Kong judge that democracy is valuable because they know that co-citizens judge that democracy 

is valuable. This should not be confused with a more demanding view that citizens of Hong Kong 

judge that democracy is valuable because individual citizens of Hong Kong share an understanding 

that democracy is valuable. It is entirely compatible with the fact that individual citizens disagree 

with one another privately as to why democracy is valuable, like citizens A, B, and C above. It is 

sufficient for the consensus view that citizens A, B, and C, notwithstanding their own private 

disagreement, qua citizens of Hong Kong accept that democracy is valuable because that is what 

citizens of Hong Kong judge. If citizens A and B abandon the judgement, under the consensus 

view, citizen C will have lost the reason to hold the judgement. When members’ judgement is 

normatively and causally co-dependent because they jointly accept a principle to bind themselves, 

Gilbert argues, members unify themselves in one plural subject “We” with one common frame of 

mind. The one joint commitment holds sway over each of them. Members have standing in virtue 

of the joint commitment to commend each other for conformity or sanction each other for non-

conformity. On the joint commitment account, normative sanctions are a result of joint commitment 

                                                   
147 Gilbert, Joint Commitment, 189. 
148 This is the implicit view of Bicchieri’s shared expectation account. And for this reason, she does not 
consider that there can be intrinsic value to sharing judgements.  
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of wills. It is the recognition of the fact that this is a commitment that “We” form which gives us a 

sense of obligation to comply and punish those who do not.  

 

Here, one can still press further and ask why “We” or unity is valuable. This is not a question to 

which Gilbert’s ontological account of social norms provides an answer. This may be a problem 

because one can argue that Gilbert merely shows that people feel that “We”-reasons are normative 

but their feeling is, as Bicchieri would say, irrational. There is no genuine reason to think and act 

from the We-perspective. I cannot address this normative challenge in this chapter, but it will be 

covered in the next chapter in which I explain how and when “We” is genuinely normative for 

“Us.” For now, we can proceed with our ontological discussion with the agnosticism over the 

existence of any genuine normative reasons underlying social norms. For the purposes of my 

argument, the key point here is that socially rational agents, in their mind, find social norms 

normatively motivating in a social way: this fact is sufficient to undermine the rational choice 

theory which holds that individually rational agents, in their mind, find social norms instrumentally 

motivating in a self-interested way.  

 

This felt normative force of social norms is therefore explained by the particular structure of shared 

intentions. This also explains why the nature of the normative force of social norms is different 

from that of moral norms. Although both social and moral norms are sources of other-regarding 

obligations that agents (think that they) have reason to endorse, they are distinct in nature and 

application.    

 

First of all, Gilbert argues that the normative logic of moral norms is “content-dependent,” in the 

sense that agents accept them only if the underlying principles are valid. In contrast, the normative 

logic of social norms is “content-independent,” in the sense that agents accept such norms 

irrespective of the rightness or wrongness of the underlying principles. Social norms can be morally 
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desirable (for example, recycling, queuing, gift-giving), morally neutral (for example, wearing 

black at funerals, shaking hands with acquaintances), or immoral (for example, cutting genitals, 

eating animals, corruption). What makes all of these social norms, despite their differing moral 

content, is their ground: joint commitment. For example, the validity of the norm of wearing black 

to funerals is irreducible to the merits of wearing black at funerals. If a member of the community 

is required to offer a justification, it is perfectly reasonable for her to say: that is the socially 

acceptable thing to do. By contrast, moral norms are content-dependent: you cannot have a valid 

moral norm requiring cruelty, slavery, or domination. Even if a criminal gang has jointly accepted 

among themselves that killing each other for fun is appropriate, it does not become a valid moral 

norm. If a member is required to offer a justification for killing someone for fun, it is not sufficient 

for her to say: it is socially acceptable.  

 

One might object to the plausibility of the content-independence thesis. The moral content almost 

always explains, at least in part, why a group accepts a principle of action. If true, social norms are 

not entirely distinct from moral norms. Consider the norms of group honour. Many groups confer 

status on those members who comply with the particular honour codes that the groups accept. But 

groups rarely accept honour codes that they deem to be grossly immoral. It would otherwise be 

difficult to maintain a high level of self-regard. Not only may social norms need to pass through a 

moral filter, as in the case of group honour, but they often instantiate moral values. Consider the 

norm of FGC. Sudanese women practiced FGC not just because it was socially accepted, but also 

because it expressed the moral virtue of female chastity. 

 

While this objection to the content-independence thesis is forceful, it does not demonstrate that 

social norms are indistinguishable from moral norms. Social norms can still be distinguished from 

moral norms, even if we reject the content-independence thesis, because social norms are, typically, 

expectation-dependent, whereas moral norms are, typically, expectation-independent. Moral 
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norms, such as those against murder and rape, are justified without any reference to expectations 

of reciprocity.149 The fact that more people accept murder or rape can never justify the act. The 

validity of moral norms is determined solely by objective moral principles. In contrast, social 

norms, even those with moral content, are, typically, expectation-dependent. For example, honour 

codes might need to pass through a moral filter, but that moral filter does not occupy all the 

normative space. It is up to the groups in question to fill in the rest of the space with their parochial 

reasons – reasons shared or sharable by the referent groups. A nation can choose to pride itself on 

prosperity or humanitarianism. The citizens’ expectations are sufficient reason to choose one over 

another, although, objectively speaking, either option is equally fit for the purpose. For those social 

norms instantiating moral values, it is again up to groups to determine how to instantiate them. 

Consider FGC again. Even though it is grounded in part on the moral virtue of chastity, the abstract 

moral virtue of chastity under-determines what particular practice comprises its most appropriate 

expression. There might well be other reasonable alternatives (for example, footbinding) to express 

chastity, but Sudanese expectations of reciprocal conformity to FGC was sufficient reason for the 

Sudanese to adopt it. Therefore, social norms can be content-dependent and still distinguishable 

from moral norms due to their expectation-dependence. 

 

Another distinct feature of social norms, Gilbert rightly argues, is directedness. Social norms are 

directional in the sense that the obligation to conform is incurred by members of the joint 

commitment and owed specifically to co-members of it. I shall call this directed feature the 

“membership-dependence” thesis. For example, the Chinese commitment to footbinding as an 

expression of beauty and class honour created an obligation to conform only for the Chinese. The 

Chinese did not expect foreigners to bind their feet, and nor did foreigners feel the obligation to do 

so. By contrast, moral norms are universal in the sense that the obligation to conform to the 

                                                   
149 I acknowledge some moral norms are content-independent (e.g. paying tax). Hence, I say moral norms 
are “typically” content-dependent to indicate the fuzzy boundary between moral and social norms. 
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requirement of morality is incurred by being a member of the moral community and owed 

specifically to all members of the moral community. For example, if a Chinese person murders a 

foreigner in China, she is liable to moral censure by anyone, Chinese or otherwise. 

 

One may object that the membership-dependence thesis is subject to counterexamples. Recall 

Bicchieri’s notion of the reference network. Bicchieri argues that the normative expectations of any 

“relevant others” can be binding, and these “relevant others” need not be confined to those of us in 

our everyday associations. If Bicchieri is right, then Gilbert’s idea of shared membership is too 

strict. Consider the norm against nudity in Australia. It is a joint commitment of Australians, but 

its application is not limited to Australians: tourists would surely be criticized by Australians for 

going naked. But I believe Gilbert’s insistence on membership-dependence is correct. One way to 

think about such cases is that the ground of criticism is different. If an Australian goes naked, she 

is socially unreasonable by virtue of her membership of the joint commitment against nudity. She 

violates the shared identity of Australians, disappointing the trust that her fellow Australians have 

in her as an Australian. If a tourist goes naked, she is morally unreasonable in virtue of the universal 

principle of respect. There may be moral reasons for all individuals to respect the joint 

commitments of other groups – for example, there may be reasons to comply with another culture’s 

code about appropriate dress at funerals – even if one has not expressed readiness to be bound by 

the dress code or does not identify with the cultural group.  

 

To sum up, the nature and the motivational force of social norms cannot be separated, on Gilbert’s 

view. Joint commitments of wills are what constitute social norms and motivate social agents to 

conform. Social norms operate with the logic of social rationality which is expectation-and-

membership-dependent. How does this logic help us understand the challenge of social norms to 

moral progress? As I argue below, it helps us see that pernicious social norms present us with a 
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distinctly normative challenge that has to date been neglected or misunderstood by theorists of 

moral progress.  

 

3.2.1 The Challenge of Social Norms: Social Rationality Overriding Moral Rationality  

 
Recall the particular puzzle with which we began: Why do people conform to pernicious social 

norms, even when they have moral reasons not to? If Gilbert is right, it is neither because of our 

instrumental rationality to stick to arbitrary conventions (as Lewis would have it), nor because of 

social pressure to conform to misperceived social norms (as Bicchieri suggests). Rather, it is 

because of the fact that social rationality overrides moral rationality. This should not be confused 

with the problem of the distortion of moral normativity as discussed in Chapter 2. Many people 

who conform to pernicious social norms do so while being conscious of the immorality entailed. 

They do not necessarily falsely justify the social norms as moral. Rather, they face a conflict of two 

sorts of normativity: social and moral. And moral progress is obstructed when social normativity 

overrides moral normativity. In her work on moral progress, Elizabeth Anderson offers a 

compelling account of how powerful individuals distort moral normativity to fit with their self-

interested considerations. But the psychology of power is only one obstacle to moral progress. 

Social rationality is another. Anderson has failed to consider how many and how often groups of 

“We” can conform to social norms in violation of moral normativity, not because of self-serving 

bias, but due to reasons of joint commitment. In what follows, I present an empirical account of the 

frequency and pervasiveness of this conflict between moral and social obligations on our path to 

moral progress.  

 

Let’s go back to the example of racism. I have explained that neither self-interest nor moral 

ignorance could adequately explain why profit-making companies, such as restaurants and hotels, 

adopted racist policies during the Jim Crow era. Racist policies hurt their profit margin, and some 



 

98 
 

of them were the ones lobbying most vigorously for the Civil Rights Act of 1964 outlawing 

discrimination on the basis of race. Joint commitment, on the other hand, provides a compelling 

explanation. These white business owners were in the grip of the social norm of racial honour at 

the time. Whites were expected by fellow whites to refuse to serve blacks. Any whites who violated 

this shared expectation would appear to their fellow whites as disloyal, or greedy for blacks’ money. 

As Sunstein aptly puts it, social norms produce “divisions in the self”: “people act and talk publicly 

in ways that are different from how they actually think, or from how they act and talk privately.”150 

Our social self, moral self, and selfish ego can all diverge, and when they do, we often tend to 

prioritize the social self above morality and self-interest.  

 

Consider footbinding, a practice in Imperial China that crippled girls for a thousand years. As 

Appiah shows, many parents – as individuals – knew that it was cruel to bind their daughters’ 

feet.151 The practice was even illegal. And binding one’s daughter could hardly promote one’s self-

interest, considering the pain and guilt one would feel. Yet the social norms of chastity and class 

honour at the time held that small feet were a symbol of chastity and wealth in the Chinese 

community. Most parents acted in accordance with shared expectations of chastity and wealth 

against moral reasons of humanity and reason of instrumentality. Their decision was conscious, 

and not based on unreflective habits of reasoning. The parents had moral reasons to not bind their 

daughters’ feet, but the moral reasons were overridden by social reasons to act as a “Chinese elite” 

and “good parent” and to affirm their identity as such. Nowadays, even in the liberal West, parents 

know that free play away from adults is important for children’s social and emotional development, 

yet parents conform to the parental norm against free play. They fear that by failing to act in 

                                                   
150 Cass R. Sunstein, “Social norms and social roles,” Columbia Law Review 96 (1996): 903–68. 
151 Appiah, The Honor Code, 53–100. 



 

99 
 

accordance with the social obligation owed as parents, they would be judged by other parents as 

being an irresponsible parent.152  

 

Christopher Freiman, in his article “Why be Immoral?,” examines a range of immoral practices, 

including the Nazi execution of soldiers and Zimbardo’s Stanford Prison Experiment, in which 

participants playing the role of “guards” tortured those playing the role of “prisoners.”153 Contrary 

to common assumptions, some did not enjoy it; they even felt that they had to act contrary to what 

they wanted. Nor did they have anything to gain. They also had the choice to cease. The prosaic 

reason for these moral crimes was simply that they could not violate the expectations of their peers. 

They had to live up to the expectations of a “good” soldier, a “good” guard, and so on, as these 

shared expectations were the content of the social obligations owed as soldiers and guards. Here 

again, social obligations trumped both prudential considerations and moral obligations.  

 

Can the puzzling apathy of early eighteenth-century Britons toward slavery be explained by such 

conflicting normativity? I think so. As I have suggested in the previous chapter, the public’s apathy 

toward slavery was not rooted in self-serving moral rationalization. To be sure, sugar colonies were 

critical to Britain’s economic well-being. But it would be an oversimplification to think that the 

practice of slave trading was merely a prudential obligation. Instead, it was a social obligation, 

rooted in the British honour code of the time.154 Before the 1770s, Britons jointly committed to a 

very different conception of British honour, one that was defined, in Drescher’s words, by “sanctity 

of private property, the economic value of slave labor, and the national interests in sustaining 

valuable Atlantic trades and products.”155 It is important to emphasize that it reflects not only the 

                                                   
152 Peter Gray, “Social norms, moral judgments, and irrational parenting,” Psychology Today, March 19, 
2017. 
153 Christopher Freiman, “Why be immoral?,” Ethical Theory and Moral Practice 13 (2010): 191–205. 
154 Appiah would agree with me on historical grounds. But he does not have an account of social norms. 
Nor does he think that the norm of honor offers authoritative reasons. Honor is just a motivationally 
sufficient emotion. 
155 Seymour Drescher, Abolition: A History of Slavery and Antislavery (Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press, 2009), 210. 
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expectations of those with pro-slavery interests, but the majority of Britons. Robert Bisset, a 

contemporary Scottish writer, remarked:  

Not merchants only, and planters, but the statesmen and lawgivers 
of England, sanctioned the idea that Negroes might be subjects of 
property, and that it was both expedient and necessary to employ 
them; the whole nation agreed in the same opinion; and at the 
same period of an ardent zeal for English freedom, no opponent 
of arbitrary power ever questioned the justice of Negro slavery.156  

The slave trade was socially accepted as a necessary evil in the service of national prosperity. 

Prosperity was valued not for its own sake, as if it were merely prudential that individual Britons 

supported the trade, but rather, it was valued for the greater glory of the British Empire. The value 

of national glory gave the British “We” a reason to support the trade. Britons also felt obligated to 

defend the sanctity of free trade, which they believed to be enshrined by English law and custom. 

These social reasons trumped moral reasons, because the British cherished an identity as glorious 

and freeborn Britons over an identity as conscientious individuals. The absence of public objection 

was evidence of the strength of this joint commitment to national honour. True, the Quakers freed 

slaves in private and objected to slavery in their circles. But their opposition gave no social 

considerations to other Britons to change the social norm. The Quakers appealed to religious 

grounds, talked only to their peers, and adopted manners and a way of life that few Britons 

shared.157 They were ridiculed as rebels. 

 

This suggests that, if we wish to achieve moral progress in cases where moral obligation conflicts 

with social obligation, we need to think about how to change these social obligations grounded in 

joint commitments. But as we will see in the next section, the Liberal-Democratic Model is ill-

equipped for this task.  

 

                                                   
156 Robert Bisset, The History of the Negro Slave Trade, Vol. 1 (London: W. McDowall, 1805), 46. 
157 Adam Hochschild, Bury the Chains (London: Pan, 2012), 92–93. 



 

101 
 

3.3 The Limits of the Liberal-Democratic Model Explained  

 

By defending a Gilbertian joint commitment account, we can now see that the challenge of social 

norms is normative in nature. More precisely, it is a conflict between two sorts of normativity, 

moral and social, giving rise to a conflict between two distinct sets of other-regarding obligations. 

The empirical analysis further shows that social obligations often override moral obligations, 

obstructing moral progress. As a result, an important but much neglected task for moral progress is 

to resolve this conflict between two sets of obligations. Now I would like to return to the question 

with which we began: Why does the Liberal-Democratic Model fail to resolve the conflict? In the 

remainder of the chapter, I shall sketch two reasons. First, by assuming social norms as mere 

communal values, and accordingly strictly irrational, the Liberal-Democratic Model fails to even 

register the conflict between two distinct sets of obligations. This flawed ontological assumption 

of social norms has put social norms beyond the scope of moral learning. Second, even if the 

Liberal-Democratic Model takes seriously the conflict of obligations, it does not have the normative 

resources to resolve it because it does not operate with the logic of social rationality. It operates 

only with the logic of moral rationality. As such, it ultimately leaves the conflict intact.  

 

3.3.1 Social Norms as Mere Communal Values  

 

So, what are “values,” and how are they distinct from “norms”? In Habermas’s view, values do not 

raise validity claims to rightness; only norms do. 158  Norms consist of reasons, which can be 

generalized and universalized and susceptible to rational consensus. They can be judged right or 

wrong because they can be mutually justified to autonomous and equal moral persons. In contrast, 

values consist of both cognitive and affective elements which can only orient us toward goals, aid 

motivation, and help navigate the lifeworld; they cannot ground obligations by themselves. Values 
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attract or repel but do not persuade; they can provide motivation to “do the right thing.” But they 

cannot help us to discern what the right thing is. They are susceptible to enduring disagreement 

among reasonable and autonomous persons.  

 

Habermas does not draw a contrast between moral norms and social norms the way Gilbert does. 

Rather, he draws a contrast between moral norms and communal values.159 His understanding of 

moral norms in fact is very close to Gilbert’s, namely that they are universally valid obligations 

grounded in membership- and expectation-independent reasons. While his understanding of 

communal values is also membership-dependent in the way that they are valued by members of the 

referent community, Habermas believes that communal values cannot be reasons of any sort. They 

are strictly invalid. Communal values about beauty, honour and gender embody affective and 

cognitive elements which cannot be justified; they are acquired mostly through habituation and 

socialization. They are further imbued with parochial perspectives and meanings which entail 

reasonable disagreement over their interpretation within and across cultures. In Habermas’s view, 

the only sort of reason or reasoning is moral reason or moral reasoning, which is membership- and 

expectation-independent. He does not recognize that there is a category of reason which is 

membership- and member-dependent, generating other-regarding obligations.  

 

The consequence of this “non-normative” or “nonrational” ontological understanding of social 

norms is that social norms are demoted to the domain of ethics, where particular communities are 

left to figure out what particular social identities and meanings they want to pursue. The Liberal-

Democratic Model of moral learning does not offer any guidance on the reflection or interpretation 

of communal values. Epistemologically speaking, the logic of moral rationality cannot make sense 

of them. Morally speaking, given the ideal of moral respect for equal autonomy, value pluralism 

requires the state (for which the Liberal-Democratic Model is intended) to remain agnostic over the 
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interpretation of communal values. Reasonable disagreement ought to be tolerated in a diverse 

society. As Rainer Forst says, “Morality remains agnostic toward the question of what counts as an 

ethically worthwhile or meaningful foundation of a good life.”160  

 

Many feminists and critical race theorists, among others, have pointed out the moral danger in this 

agnostic attitude towards social norms because some of these communal values can harm or 

dominate individual members. Consider the communal value of chastity that legitimated the 

practices of footbinding and FGC. Consider also the communal value around racial honour which 

justified genocide and racial discrimination. Many of these “communal values” are not freely 

accepted or rejected by individuals, contrary to what Habermas assumes. They operate as 

“obligations,” overriding personal normative judgements. For example, even if members of FGC 

communities realize that the communal value of chastity is problematic, and would personally like 

to reject it, they cannot do so because they are normatively binding on them. This critique is 

supported by Gilbert’s obligatory account of social norms given above. Since social norms have 

the ontological basis of joint commitment, not mere communal values, they cannot be unilaterally 

rescinded on the balance of reasons. Joint concurrence is required to release individual members 

from the social obligation they acknowledge qua social member. Although Habermas notes that 

individuals cannot simply drop their internalized ethical perspective or step in and out of the 

lifeworld they have inherited, he offers little guidance on how individuals are to challenge and 

reject these communal values.  

 

3.3.2 Subordinating Social Norms to Moral Principles 

 

                                                   
160 Rainer Forst, Justification and Critique: Towards a Critical Theory of Politics (Cambridge: Polity, 
2014), 67. 
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Whether communal values can be sharply distinguished from moral norms is an old question. Some 

Habermasians and liberals acknowledge that the distinction is indefensible and seek to extend the 

Liberal-Democratic Model to interrogate communal values as well. Forst has recently argued that 

social practices have normative power and ought to be scrutinized morally.161 As Anderson once 

noted, contemporary liberals have misidentified the challenge of the time. It is not reasonable 

pluralism that we should strive to preserve; rather, it is “unreasonable pluralism” that we should 

seek to contest.162 And unreasonable pluralism is mediated by pernicious social norms traditionally 

relegated to the “private sphere.”  

 

There are two ways to interpret what Anderson and Forst are trying to do. According to the strong 

version, social norms, like moral norms, must be (re)formed and (in)validated according to the 

deliberative norms (e.g. universal inclusion, mutual accountability, generalizability) set out by the 

Liberal-Democratic Model. I think this version is quite implausible, because particular social 

practices, by definition, cannot be generalized and justified to all free and equal moral persons. It 

would be impossible to justify the mourning code in Christian society to an autonomous and equal 

moral person who, without the Christian standpoint, would find the choice to wear the colour black 

arbitrary. Imposing the logic of moral rationality on the discourse of social norms essentially 

invalidates all social norms. It simply cannot distinguish the good social norms from the bad.  

 

So, the strong version must be rejected. According to the weak version, social norms are to be 

constrained by moral norms. Particular communities can use whatever forms of reasoning they find 

appropriate to (re)form and (in)validate social norms. However, social norms must pass through a 

moral filter set by the Liberal-Democratic Model. For example, if the norm of racial honour permits 

Nazis to torture and persecute Jews because they are Jews, this Nazi norm must be invalidated 

                                                   
161 Rainer Forst, “Noumenal power,” Journal of Political Philosophy 23 (2015): 111–27. 
162 Elizabeth Anderson, “Toward a non-ideal, relational methodology for political philosophy: comments 
on Schwartzman’s Challenging Liberalism,” Hypatia 24, no. 4 (2009): 131.  
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because it violates moral principles against torture and freedom from fear. Accordingly, this 

Liberal-Democratic Model is still agnostic over the assessment of social norms in general. 

Communities are free to form their social norms through socialization, habituation, or 

identification. What communities must not do is allow their particular social norms to override 

universal moral principles. It first requires individuals to be both autonomous and equal moral 

persons and members of particular communities at the same time. Second, it requires individuals 

to be vigilant in the face of any conflict between the two sources of obligations, and to prioritize 

moral obligations over social obligations.  

 

Although the weak version is more plausible, it still faces a psychological challenge as well as a 

normative challenge. From the empirical account of the conflict between moral and social 

obligations presented above, people tend to choose social obligations over moral obligations. 

Parents choose to act according to the social norm of parenthood over the moral judgement that 

physical punishment is wrong. Members of the FGC communities chose to act according to the 

social norm of chastity over the moral judgement that sexual violence is wrong. Professionals in 

Nazi communities chose to follow the social norms governing their particular professions rather 

than the moral judgement that torture and cruelty are wrong. British nationals chose to follow the 

social norm of honour over the moral judgement that slavery is wrong. Time and again, we see 

people value their joint commitment over and above morality. The motivational pull of conscience 

or morality is often weak; whereas the motivational force of sociality is very strong. It is not clear 

how we can will ourselves to be loyal to morality.   

 

To be sure, critical and liberal theorists alike may argue that people are irrational if they would 

rather follow social expectations rather than the dictate of the moral law. They acknowledge that 

people are psychologically disposed to treasure the social over the moral. But they should not. 

Some indeed argue that fellow feeling ought to be quelled. It is just a form of servility to others, a 
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corruption of self-respect and moral character.163  But as we will see in the next chapter, the 

fundamental desire and need for fellow feeling and social connection is not just psychological; it is 

a crucial dimension of humanity. We should not assume that moral reason is normatively prior to 

social reason, for the latter realizes basic social goods and values such as solidarity, social meaning, 

social identity, social trust and social belonging, which may or may not trump self-respect and 

equal autonomy. Is being a righteous man always more important than being a patriot or a loving 

parent? I think we should at least contemplate the incommensurability of moral values and social 

values. The value of group solidarity is fundamental for parochial beings like us. If true, the 

subordination strategy lacks psychological and normative support. If it fails, the conflict between 

the two sets of obligations remains in place.  

 

3.3.3 Reforming Social Norms  

 
If we cannot easily will ourselves or justify to others why it is we ought to subordinate parochial 

social norms to universal moral principles, an alternative is to reform the content of social norms 

such that they are compatible with valid moral principles. In other words, we do not force everyone 

to take up the moral point of view but work within the We-perspective.164 For example, instead of 

invalidating the norm of chastity outright, a community can redefine chastity in a way that does not 

authorize practices which violate moral principles against sexual violence or bodily integrity. To 

take another example, Germans need not reject the norm of national honour, but only reform the 

norm of national honour such that it does not subordinate Jews or any other races.  As I will argue 

in Chapter 5, this is the strategy that leads to the abolition of slave trade. British nationals renewed 

their joint commitment to national honour in line with morality. I believe this strategy avoids both 

                                                   
163 Freiman, “Why be immoral?,” 197.  
164 The word “everyone” here is important. As I will explain in Chapters 4 and 5, social reasoning 
presupposes some members in the relevant community to be more autonomous than their peers, and are 
thus are able to identify the need and grounds for social norm change in line with moral demands. These 
are the “norm-entreprenuers.”   
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the psychological and the normative challenges. However, it is important to understand that the 

Liberal-Democratic Model alone is ill-equipped for this task.  

 

As a model that (re)forms and (in)validates moral norms through moral reasoning, the Liberal-

Democratic Model simply cannot supply the right sort of reason – reason of joint commitment – to 

redefine joint commitment. As we have seen, social norms track the joint wills of communities 

rather than the autonomous wills of free and equal moral persons. The Liberal-Democratic Model, 

with the norms of universal inclusion, mutual accountability and generalizability, cannot 

interrogate the social reason underlying a bad social norm and give social agents social reason to 

act differently. For example, why and how should Germans redefine their social norm of Nazist 

national honour? This is not a universal issue, but parochial to Germans. Including everyone in the 

moral community may be able to point out the wrongness of racial subordination, but how can 

Germans redefine themselves without subordinating others? Presumably, we would need reasons 

embedded in other German cultural and identity norms to help. So, we need Germans to answer the 

questions from a German standpoint. This way of reasoning, however, violates both the norms of 

universal inclusion and generalizability. Moreover, presumably, Germans may disagree with one 

another as to how their racial honour ought to be redefined. How should the disagreement be 

resolved? Should it be subject to the norm of mutual accountability or can its validity withstand 

disagreement among members? If we insist on mutual accountability, as the Liberal-Democratic 

Model would, Germans may be susceptible to intractable disputes, as meanings are typically 

capable of different and yet equally compelling interpretations for agents with diverse viewpoints. 

Another reason to think that mutual accountability should not be the norm of deliberation in 

communities is that different communities observe very different norms of deliberation, and for 

good reason. Friends communicate in a different way than teacher and student, parent and child, 

and state and citizens. Some religious communities may uphold different norms of deference 

whereas some workplaces are more egalitarian. How should particular joint commitments be 
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(re)interpreted in light of their particular deliberative commitments? All these questions are left 

open by the Liberal-Democratic Model, precisely because it is not designed to answer them. The 

Liberal-Democratic Model is designed to respond to the autonomous wills of free and equal moral 

persons, not the joint wills of particular communities.  

 

In the next chapter, I will offer a Communitarian-Democratic Model to (re)form and (re)interpret 

joint commitments. Moreover, I do so without automatically subordinating social reasoning of 

social norms to norms of moral reasoning. The reason for avoiding the need to appeal to norms of 

moral reasoning is to avoid introducing conflict between moral and social agency, which, as I have 

said, may not admit of any easy solution. If we can create progressive social change within a We-

perspective, I think it is more desirable to do so, both psychologically and normatively speaking. 

 

3.4 Conclusion 

 
In this chapter, I have examined three explanatory accounts of social norms: Lewis’s conventional 

account, Bicchieri’s normative expectation account, and Gilbert’s joint commitment account. I 

have defended a Gilbertian joint commitment account because it best explains the obligatory nature 

and motivational sufficiency of social norms. The joint commitment account of social norms further 

solves the puzzle of moral progress that Anderson has left us, namely why people would knowingly 

conform to immoral social norms. It solves this problem by arguing that joint commitments give 

rise to social obligations that often trump moral obligations. I have further argued that the Liberal-

Democratic Model is incapable of resolving the conflict between these two sorts of obligations, 

either because it does not recognize the existence of the distinctly social obligations or, even if it 

does, it cannot resolve the conflict in a psychologically and normatively plausible way. If social 

obligations are valuable to plural subjects in our social world, then we ought to identify a method 
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of reasoning that can form and interpret reasonable joint commitments. This will be explored in the 

next two chapters.  
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Chapter 4 

The Communitarian-Democratic Model of Moral Progress 

 
In the previous chapter, I have explained how pernicious social norms can obstruct moral progress 

and why the Liberal-Democratic Model is unable to remove the obstacle. Defending a Gilbertian 

joint commitment account, I have argued that social norms are norms of social rationality, which 

go beyond instrumental rationality and yet fall short of moral rationality. Social rationality obligates 

individual members to reason and act from “We”-perspectives constitutive of joint commitments. 

Contrary to a widely held assumption, humans conform to pernicious social norms not because we 

are too selfish or ignorant; rather, we are fundamentally parochial. As we have seen, many resilient 

yet harmful social practices (e.g. racism, the slave trade, footbinding, duelling) can be explained in 

terms of norms of social rationality overriding norms of moral rationality. Since the Liberal-

Democratic Model is designed to interrogate only norms of moral rationality, by itself, it cannot 

supply the right sort of reason – reason of joint commitment – to interrogate norms of social 

rationality. I concluded that we need a new model designed for particular communities to (re)form 

and (in)validate social norms constitutive of joint commitment, which is the goal of this chapter.  

To this end, I return to the 1980s communitarian literature on democracy for a start. With 

modification, it offers a promising “We”-reasoning model of social norm change.    

 

This might strike readers as an odd move: Isn’t communitarianism obsolete? While the 

communitarian critique of the liberal account of moral rationality is widely regarded as a failure, I 

believe that the communitarian critique can in fact be reinterpreted as an account of social 

rationality. That is, instead of reading communitarians as critiquing the liberal account of assessing 

and changing moral norms, we can view them as offering an alternative account of assessing and 

changing social norms (or “communal values” as they are often called in the literature). 

 



 

111 
 

I will reconstruct a Communitarian-Democratic Model in contrast to the Liberal-Democratic Model 

of collective deliberation. The former aims to affirm, interpret, revise social norms in light of the 

joint commitment of wills of a particular community, whereas the latter aims to respond, interpret, 

and revise universal moral norms in light of the autonomous wills of free and equal moral persons. 

The former is characterised by partial norms and sentiments of deliberation, including communal 

inclusion, solidarity, deference, and parochiality. In contrast, the latter as we have seen is 

constituted by impartial norms of deliberation, such as universal inclusion, autonomy, mutual 

accountability, and generalizability.  

 

But as I will argue, while the extant Communitarian-Democratic Model helps us form and affirm 

joint commitment, it does not have a reliable built-in self-correcting mechanism, and as such, 

cannot be reliable model of progressive change. The reason is two-fold. First, the reliance on the 

sentiment of solidarity and the disposition to defer pre-empt individual members’ critical capacity 

to reflect on pre-existing joint commitments. So, even if there is a good reason for changing a pre-

existing joint commitment, it cannot be easily identified by the solidaristic and deferential 

members. Call this epistemic limit “The Problem of Blind Deference.” Second, the norm of 

parochiality requires that members draw only on “We”-reasons affirmed or affirmable by members, 

it can potentially preclude members from appealing to good reasons for change simply because 

they are not “ours.” This content-restriction based on collective identity is particularly problematic 

when the content of the deepest joint commitment of a community is oppressive (e.g. a sexist 

community). Call this content-problem “The Problem of Oppressive Identity.”   

 

These two problems are surely not new. They explain in part the decline of communitarianism over 

the past decades. Many communitarians have responded by adding Kantian liberal norms of 

deliberation (e.g. mutual respect for autonomy, open-mindedness) to their accounts, constraining 

deliberation of group agency. I will not pursue this Kantian path for reasons of psychological 
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plausibility and normative desirability already explained in last chapter. In this chapter, drawing on 

literature on social epistemology and social ontology, I will argue that there is untapped resource 

internal to group agency that can overcome these two problems. I will make two arguments in 

particular. First, I claim that the norm of epistemic trustworthiness can overcome the problem of 

blind deference. Communitarians have failed to note that deference is typically grounded in reason 

of trust, and trustworthiness demands deliberation and dissent, injecting intelligence into We-

reasoning. Second, I claim that communitarians overlook the fact that social norms have the 

ontological status as joint commitment.  As joint commitments, social norms presuppose a 

condition of mutual readiness to be bound. And since social norms oppressive towards members 

violate this precondition, they lose their binding power.  Once the conditions of trustworthiness and 

mutuality are added to the Communitarian-Democratic Model, I argue that it can provide groups 

grounds as well as the epistemic access to such grounds for progressive change. Real-world 

examples of progressive normative change (e.g. the abandonment of Female Genital Cutting in 

Sudan, the democratic social movement in Hong Kong) will be discussed by way of illustration.  

 

If my revision of the Communitarian-Democratic Model is successful, it shows that theorists of 

moral progress ought to engage with the communitarian literature for insights on social norm 

change. And more importantly, it offers a novel group-based model of collective deliberation for 

moral progress. Not only need the partial logic of social reasoning featuring solidarity, deference, 

and trustworthiness not be a threat to moral progress, it can even be essential to moral progress. To 

be sure, the Communitarian-Democratic Model is not without its limits. One important limit, as I 

will note, is that it cannot by itself identify reason to change a joint commitment oppressive towards 

non-members (e.g. xenophobic joint commitment). The implication therefore is that moral progress 

requires us to be pluralistic about reasonings. The exact meaning and practices of Model Pluralism 

will be detailed in the next and final chapter.  
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4.1 Linking Joint Commitment and Communitarianism  

 
In Section 4.1, I seek to revive contemporary interest in the communitarian literature by 

reinterpreting it through the lens of joint commitment. First, I argue that communitarians can be 

reinterpreted as offering us an account of the social normativity of social norms, as opposed to the 

moral normativity of moral norms. The social normativity is grounded in the constitutive and 

expressive value of social meaning and identity. But since social meaning and identity is not static 

nor straightforward, communitarians further offer a deliberative account of this social normativity 

tied to social meaning and identity. I reconstruct such Communitarian-Democratic Model in 

contrast to the Liberal-Democratic Model of collective deliberation.  

4.1.1 Reinterpreting Communitarianism: An Account of Social Normativity  

 
The reason to look to communitarians for insights is in fact provided by Gilbert herself. As Gilbert 

herself explicitly says, her account of joint commitment is intended to elaborate Jean-Jacques 

Rousseau’s idea of the “common will”165 and Charles Taylor’s “common meaning”166. Gilbert’s 

primary goal is to explain the ontological basis of “common meanings,” or “communal values” as 

they are often called, and how they constitute joint wills. In the previous chapter, I have noted how 

Gilbert does not really offer a normative account of joint will or the value of social connection. But 

it is not fair to criticize Gilbert for “failing” to provide a normative basis of joint commitment, for 

that is not her project. The normative project is of more pertinence to communitarians. 

Communitarians such as Michael Walzer, Charles Taylor, Benjamin Barber and Michael Sandel 

have long argued that there is inherent normativity in communal values, obligating members of 

their relevant community to conform.167 Their account of normativity – not just in the way that they 

                                                   
165 Gilbert, Joint Commitment, 181, 341, 385.  
166 Ibid, 185n14.  
167 See Michael Walzer, Interpretation and Social Criticism (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 
1987); Benjamin R. Barber, Strong Democracy: Participatory Politics for a New Age (Berkeley: University 
of California Press, 1984); Charles Taylor, Sources of the Self: The Making of the Modern Identity 
(Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1989).  
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themselves have often presented it but also in how liberals have perceived it – is often interpreted 

as a critique of the liberal account of moral normativity. Many of them object to the Kantian 

conception of autonomous moral agency as a source of moral reason for action. The conception of 

moral agency as free of social roles, particular commitments, and cultural identities is empty. As 

Charles Taylor puts it, because 

complete freedom would be a void in which nothing would be 
worth doing, nothing would deserve to count for anything. This 
self which has arrived at freedom by setting aside all external 
obstacles and impingements is characterless, and hence without 
defined purpose.168 

 

Without communal values to define our social roles and social meanings of our action, the 

autonomous person cannot determinately will any norm or action into place. This Kantian 

conception of moral agency, on Taylor’s view, eradicates what is “essential to a life in dignity.”169 

 

This received reading of communitarianism, in my view, is too strong and should be rejected.170 It 

is too strong because it seems to suggest that the Kantian autonomous moral agent cannot will any 

norm, whether social or moral. Even if we might agree with Taylor that the Kantian moral agent 

cannot will social norms that specify social meanings and roles, what is the reason to believe that 

it cannot will moral norms into place? Moral norms, if my previous analysis is correct, are 

expectation- and membership-independent. Their justification need not, and should not, appeal to 

particular social expectations. Their recognition and application do not depend on prior social 

identification either. Basic human rights against torture, slavery, and rape, as I have argued, can be 

valued and specified without guidance from particular social roles and meanings and identities. In 

virtue of their humanity, people can make sense of the indignity and the pain of being tortured, 

                                                   
168 Charles Taylor, Hegel and Modern Society (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1979), 157. 
169 Charles Taylor, “Cross-purposes: The liberal-communitarian debate,” in Liberalism and the Moral Life, 
ed. Nancy Rosenblum (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1989), 178. 
170 For a more detailed critique, see Will Kymlicka’s chapter on “Communitarianism” in Will Kymlicka, 
Contemporary Political Philosophy: An Introduction (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1990).  
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enslaved or raped. These universal and unconditional norms are justified to the moral community 

consisting of fellow humans.  

 

A more plausible reading of the communitarian critique is a weaker one, which many liberals, and 

some communitarians too, have missed. On the weaker reading, communitarians can be taken to 

mean that the Kantian autonomous moral agent cannot will social norms into place, although it can 

will moral norms. This reading is highly plausible, for reasons that Taylor and other 

communitarians have stated. Social norms – that is, norms that define social roles, express social 

meanings, and constitute particular communities and groups – must draw on pre-existing communal 

values. The space of moral reason is too empty to specify them. At most, moral norms can specify 

how we ought to respect other individuals, and tolerate each other’s differences. But they do not 

instruct us with regard to issues such as whom we should connect with, and how. How should we 

treat our friends? What is it to be an honourable man? How should we express solidarity with our 

fellows? How can I be a loving parent? Despite being central to living a meaningful life, these are 

not questions that universal moral norms can answer. Moral norms maintain peace and civility 

between individuals, but they have no resources with which to bridge the normative distance 

between them. Michael Walzer, for example,  does not reject the idea that autonomous wills are 

the source of moral normativity, which legitimate universal and unconditional moral norms. He 

simply rejects the notion that autonomous wills constitute the sole source, because there is also a 

source of social normativity, which is relative and conditional upon prior cultural identification. He 

writes: 

Morality provides those basic prohibitions – of murder, deception, 
betrayal, gross cruelty – that the law specifies and the police 
sometimes enforce. We can, I suppose, step back, detach ourselves 
from our parochial concerns, and “discover” these prohibitions. 
But we can also step forward, as it were, into the thicket of moral 
experience where they are more intimately known. For they are 
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themselves parochial concerns – concerns, that is, of every human 
parish.171   

 

Although Walzer describes those parochial concerns as concerns of the thicket of moral experience 

as if they occupy the same space of moral reasons, a more accurate understanding would be that 

there are basic moral norms occupying the space of moral reasons, and there are also particular 

social norms occupying the space of social reasons, although the two spaces overlap and sometimes 

become entangled in problematic ways. Both moral and social norms are reasons of action. Social 

reasons are made up of rich and particular meanings and values which can only be gauged if we 

take up the parochial standpoint. The idea that communal values function as a normative anchor of 

social action coheres with the recent literature on the non-instrumental value of social norms. 

Anderson, in her earlier work on social norms, explains the normative significance of social norms 

in a similar vein. She writes: 

To count as a reason for action, a consideration must appeal to a 
person’s self-understanding … It must fit in to her understanding 
of her identity. Most people’s identities are largely, although not 
exclusively, constituted by their membership in social groups or 
collective agents.172  

 
To decide what to do, we must appeal to our “We”-identity as a citizen of a state, an employee of 

a firm, a member of a church, or a relative in a family. Each group is jointly committed to different 

principles of action. The principles of action embody the shared intentions and values of all 

members. By affirming these shared intentions and values, we are able to meaningfully express our 

social identities as a citizen, an employee, a member of a church, a parent. These shared intentions 

and values are the reasons for action. And without We-constitutive social norms, we have no 

reasons for acting socially.  

 

                                                   
171 Walzer, Interpretation and Social Criticism, 22. 
172 Anderson, “Beyond homo economicus,” 192. 



 

117 
 

But I think there is an important point that is often missed by communitarians and not entirely 

captured by Anderson’s remark above, namely that we need social norms not merely because they 

have epistemic, instrumental value in specifying the content and meaning of social roles. This 

cannot quite explain why we cannot look to the social norms of a foreign culture, but instead can 

only consider our social norms, or our communal values. For example, why do Christians look to 

fellow Christians’ expectations as to how to express grief but not, say, Buddhists’ expectations? 

They are both just as epistemically capable of specifying grief. On this point, I think that Brennan, 

Eriksson, Goodin, and Southwood are right in arguing that social norms are non-instrumentally 

valuable because of the social goods they enact, e.g. a sense of fellowship.173 To use their examples, 

when Oxford dons obey the social norm of passing port to the left, or when Australians obey the 

social norm against beach nudity, they do not just need concrete social norms to coordinate their 

action. Rather, through conforming to a standard that they have come to accept, these particular 

groups can say, “This is what we do. This is who we are.” As Brennan et al. write, “In orienting our 

behaviour in accordance with social practice, we express a sense of affinity with our fellows by 

affirming a set of values that have made us who we are, individually and collectively.”174 A neo-

Hegelian, Anthony Laden, shares this view. Communal values are not just instrumental to the 

constitution of self-and-collective identity; they are essential in forging social connection. 

Communal values provide a common frame of mind for members of a community to reason and 

act as one. Laden compares this to the construction of physical space for cohabitation. As 

fundamentally social agents, we long for physical intimacy and so we construct shared physical 

space for cohabiting. But at the same time, we long for mental intimacy as well. To achieve this, 

we construct shared normative space through social norms, which allow us to speak for one 

another.175 We can truly understand each other and complete one another’s sentences. We can 

                                                   
173 See Brennan et al., Explaining Norms, 76–81; Samuel Scheffler, “Membership and political obligation,” 
Journal of Political Philosophy 26 (2018), 3–23. 
174 Brennan et al., Explaining Norms, 80. 
175 Anthony Simon Laden, Reasoning: A Social Picture (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2012), 22. 
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answer each other’s questions before they have been fully expressed. Laden believes that this is 

why Rousseau finds the common mind to be of central importance to humanity. It is only when we 

have created a common mind that can we experience a range of social goods – the deepest forms 

of joy, whether love or ecstasy – that comes from uniting into a political society. A life without 

social bonds, trust, tradition, patriotism, to many communitarians is not a life worth living, for it 

signals social death.  

 

The preceding discussion offers an account of social normativity of social norms. They do not 

merely give individuals motivational reasons; they present genuine socially-normative reasons, for 

they are indispensable for defining who We are, articulating the terms of Our relationships, and 

enabling social goods.176 But the account of social normativity so far is not deliberative in nature. 

Do We need collective deliberation to define who We are and interpret what We mean? In Gilbert’s 

ontological account of joint commitment, the need for deliberation is often sidestepped, because 

she looks at idealized communities with a single commitment, which is further assumed to be clear 

in meaning and fairly static. Gilbert does not discuss what is a good reason for Us to change or 

rescind Our joint commitment, other than the fact that We can agree among ourselves to jointly 

rescind it.177 But what is a valid reason for one member to raise to another? How should other 

members respond to a suggestion to change? What if We have jointly committed to multiple 

principles of action and members disagree among themselves about their relative ranking? How to 

resolve disagreement as a We? This gap can be filled by turning to communitarians who have 

considered actual communities (often political communities in the form of nation-states) with 

multiple, and possibly competing, joint commitments. 178  They recognize that not all joint 

                                                   
176 This claim is compatible with the fact that joint commitments can have immoral content. The normative 
reason of joint commitment is indexed to plural subject We not the moral community made of free and 
equal moral individuals.  
177 Gilbert, Political Obligation, 141–44. 
178 It should be noted that for many communitarians, the kind of communities with which they are almost 
exclusively concerned is political communities (e.g. nation-state) which is made up of disparate socio-
cultural groups (religious or ethnic), interested-based groups (class, professional associations, political 
parties), and other collectivities (network, movement). On my reading, the Communitarian-Democratic 
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commitments deserve the same weight since not all of them are equally expressive of the authentic 

ethical character of a community, or its Sittlichkeit. Key to the communitarian project is a collective 

deliberative process to search for the deepest commitments of the community. Walzer calls it the 

process of “cultural elaboration and affirmation.” 179  Any particular joint commitment that is 

inauthentic or out of step with the deepest commitments of the community should be considered 

invalid, warranting abandonment or change. In what follows, I reconstruct this Communitarian-

Democratic Model of social reasoning and show how joint commitment is formed, affirmed, 

interpreted, revised, and rejected. 

 

4.1.2 Reconstructing the Communitarian-Democratic Model of Social Reasoning  

 

The Liberal-Democratic Model of moral reasoning, as noted previously, is designed to (re)form 

and (in)validate moral norms according to the logic of moral rationality. The logic of moral 

rationality is expectation- and membership-independent because it tracks the wills of all 

autonomous and equal moral persons. To identify reliably expectation- and membership-

independent reasons, the Liberal-Democratic Model is guided by norms of universal inclusion, 

mutual accountability, and generalizability. In this sub-section, I will reconstruct a Communitarian-

Democratic Model which contrasts with the Liberal-Democratic Model quite sharply. The goal is 

to (re)form and (in)validate social norms according to the logic of social rationality. Since the logic 

                                                   
Model is applicable to all these levels and scopes of plural subjects to the extent that their constitution is 
based on joint commitment. 
179 Walzer, Interpretation and Social Criticism, 40. This literature has recently been developed in the form 
of “immanent critique” or “social criticism” in the critical theory tradition. Examples include: Rahel Jaeggi, 
Critique of Forms of Life (Cambridge, MA: The Belknap Press of Harvard University Press, 2018); Titus 
Stahl, “Criticizing social reality from within,” Krisis 1 (2014): 5–12; Sally Haslanger, “Culture and 
critique,” Aristotelian Society Supplementary 91 (2017): 149–73; Robin Celikates, “From critical social 
theory to a social theory of critique: on the critique of ideology after the pragmatic turn,” Constellations 13 
(2006): 21–40. For reason of scope, it is impossible to discuss and evaluate them in this thesis. My 
ambition is modest, namely to convince the defenders of the Liberal-Democratic Model of its limits and the 
need to adopt a Communitarian-Democratic Model insofar as progress depends on the destabilization of 
social norms. A complete account of the Communitarian-Democratic Model of social reasoning should 
incorporate the insights from this new body of literature on social criticism or immanent critique.   
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of social rationality is expectation- and membership-dependent, we will see that the 

Communitarian-Democratic Model is guided by very different norms in order to track the 

expectation- and membership-dependent reasons of the joint wills of particular communities. These 

norms are communal inclusion, mutual deference, and parochiality. If the model is plausible, it 

provides us with the initial contours of a new method of moral progress – one that provides grounds 

of changing any joint commitment which is not compatible with or expressive of the authentic joint 

will.  

 

Let me begin with the notion of standing to speak. Continuous with Gilbert’s account of social 

rationality, which is membership-dependent, communitarians’ account of standing is also 

membership-dependent. Only members are included in the process of cultural elaboration and 

affirmation. And by members, I do not mean any free and equal members of the moral community, 

as stipulated in the Liberal-Democratic Model. Rather, members here refer to the particular 

members of a particular community, who share its pre-existing communal values. Walzer explains:  

The critic is one of us. Perhaps he has travelled and studied 
abroad, but his appeal is to local or localized principles; if he has 
picked up new ideas on his travels, he tries to connect them to the 
local culture, building on his intimate knowledge; he is not 
intellectually detached. Nor is he emotionally detached; he does 
not wish the natives well, he seeks the success of their common 
enterprise…Social criticism, for such people, is an internal 
argument. The outsider can become a social critic only if he 
manages to get himself inside, enters imaginatively into local 
practices and arrangements. But these critics are already inside. 
They see no advantage in radical detachment.180  

 

As we can see, the norm of inclusion in the Communitarian-Democratic Model is communal rather 

than universal. It discriminates along group lines and includes only those who “carry common 

culture.”181 Communal inclusion can be explained in terms of the source of social normativity. 

                                                   
180 Walzer, Interpretation and Social Criticism, 39.  
181 Ibid, 40. 
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Since the source is not the autonomous wills of free and equal moral persons but the joint wills of 

particular communities, only community members’ voices should be counted. Laden shares this 

view. He calls the standing to participate in social reasoning “connection authority.” The latter 

gives “one of us” the normative capacity to define who “We” are and the contours of “our” 

relationship. For example, if we are talking about a specific Christian community and a collective 

interpretation of their Christian norms, then only Christians have the requisite social standing to 

stake a claim over Christians over their Christian norms. Buddhists quite rightly do not. Christians 

do not seek to connect with Buddhists and need not jointly commit to terms of shared life, although 

they need to respect each other on moral terms.   

 

The requirement for a joint commitment to be addressed to and by “one of us” provides a reason 

for change on the Communitarian-Democratic Model. If in the process of social reasoning it is 

discovered that a certain joint commitment was in fact a claim staked to us by outsiders (e.g. 

colonialists or imperialists), then there is a social reason to reject it. To illustrate, let me borrow the 

example of FGC in the Maasai community discussed by Jaggar and Tobin.182 They argue that a 

historical analysis of the practice of FGC in the Maasai community would reveal that it is tainted 

with colonialism. Before the British intervened into the political economy of the Maasai 

community, the FGC practice was in fact a way for women to empower themselves and bargain 

equally with men in the market. However, the British introduced patriarchal elements into their 

society and subordinated women to men to facilitate their colonial rule. The practice of FGC had 

lost its original meaning of empowerment and become a disempowering patriarchal norm. On my 

analysis, this is a good social reason to reject the social norm of FGC because it is not an authentic 

                                                   
182 Alison Jaggar and Theresa Tobin, “Situating moral justification: rethinking the mission of moral 
epistemology,” Metaphilosophy 44 (2013): 383–408. Jaggar and Tobin argue that they are offering a new 
method of moral justification. However, like most communitarians and liberals, they do not distinguish 
moral and social norms. If they do so, I believe that their account of justification is more suitably described 
as one for social norms. But as an account of social justification of social norms, I disagree with them that 
being historical and contextual is sufficient, for reasons to be set out in the remainder of this chapter.  
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expression of the Maasai community.183 It is based not on the members’ expectations, but rather on 

foreign imposition.  

 

Another distinct feature of the Communitarian-Democratic Model is its standpoint of parochiality. 

This contrasts sharply with the standpoint of generalizability according to the Liberal-Democratic 

Model. As discussed in Chapter 2, the standpoint of generalizability forbids participants to appeal 

to parochial social norms, identities, self-interests. For example, Biblical texts are not inadmissible 

grounds for rejecting homosexual marriage, although the universal interest in protecting children 

well-being may be. That makes sense because moral norms should be membership and expectation-

independent. In contrast, the standpoint of parochiality requires participants to appeal to social 

norms and identities shared (or at least sharable) and affirmed (or at least affirmable) by co-

members. Again, this makes sense because social norms are membership and expectation-

dependent. As Walzer suggests above, one must appeal to “local principles,” making an “internal 

argument.” I take these local principles to mean the shared values, shared interests, or shared 

meanings. After all, We are elaborating or (re)interpreting Our common culture. Alien cultures or 

universal moral principles are not necessarily relevant to or accessible by Us. Equally, this rules 

out selfish concerns, because social reasoning is not about advancing self-interest through 

bargaining or negotiating; rather, it is about members connecting with each other.184  

 

Having said that, I do not take parochiality to strictly exclude any reference to universal moral 

norms, foreign social norms or self-interests. Rather, I take this to mean that whenever a member 

seeks to criticize or renew a certain joint commitment, the reason must be firmly embedded in or 

                                                   
183 One may argue that the idea of authenticity is vague. If over time an alien claim or expression has been 
accepted, affirmed, or internalized by the locals, is it still a reason for rejecting it? On my view, if an alien 
element is introduced and embedded in the conceptual resources of the locals in a process governed by 
norms of social reasoning (e.g. trustworthiness, trust, solidarity), then it is not a ground for rejection, but a 
ground for acceptance instead.  
184 For a more detailed discussion of how the logic of bargaining and negotiation violates the condition of 
social reasoning, see Laden, Reasoning, 184–90. 
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continuous with other pre-existing joint commitments. It may be a particular interpretation of moral 

principle affirmable by us; or how a member’s self-interest is sharable from our point of view. After 

all, joint commitment must be built from raw materials. Without personal interests or moral 

principles or references from other cultures, there might not be anything to commit to. The key, as 

Walzer puts it, is:  

The argument is about ourselves; the meaning of our way of life 
is what is at issue. The general question…is not quite the one we 
asked at first. It has a crucial addition: what is the right thing for 
us to do?185 

 

Regardless of the content, it must be connected to us, shown to be for us and about us. This is an 

important point for the question of change. One may think that if social reasoning is simply a 

process of digging deeper or discovering what we are already committed to, there is no ground for 

change. It can only produce ground for sticking even closer to tradition. So, social reasoning is just 

traditionalist thinking. This might be one possible reading, but it is not the best one, in my view. 

There is no reason to believe that social identities are static. Just as personal identities can evolve, 

so too can collective identities. For there to be an “identity” to speak of, change must occur in a 

way that does not destroy such an identity. To evolve without destruction means the change must 

be continuous with the past and sharable by the present members. Walzer makes this point quite 

clear as he contrasts the job of a connected social critic with that of an impartial moral critic. The 

former can criticize or even revolutionize. She is carrying out an “inside job,” as it were. Her 

approach is bottom-up, inside-out. The latter, by contrast, seeks to “drown out” the communal 

values of one’s own life in her own time and place, and as such engage in an enterprise of 

“conversion and conquest.” Her approach is top-down, outside-in. The connected social critic 

respects parochiality, whereas the impartial moral critic obviously does not.  

 

                                                   
185 Walzer, Interpretation and Social Criticism, 23.  
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Let me illustrate how changing joint commitment can be “an inside job” by way of the democratic 

movement in Hong Kong. How can a Hong Kong citizen persuade her follow citizens to accept 

democratic change, despite their lack of a democratic tradition? It seems that the deepest 

commitment in Hong Kong has always been economic prosperity. And freedom is a universal moral 

norm, not necessarily accessible or relevant to Hong Kong citizens. The reformer might need to be 

creative in her interpretation of Hong Kong’s history and joint commitments. She might argue that 

freedom, while once foreign, is a legacy of their British colonial past that they have embraced as 

their own. Or she might argue that Hong Kong is always defined through its distinction from China. 

Many Hong Kong citizens are in fact immigrants, or descendants thereof, from China who fled the 

Chinese dictatorship in search of freedom. Alternatively, she can argue that Hong Kong’s definitive 

economic success and vibrant cosmopolitan cultures are in fact traceable to freedoms, including 

the freedoms of trade, of information and exchange, and of expression.186 None of these arguments 

is generalizable; in fact, they are all parochial to Hong Kong’s standpoint, grounded in historical 

meaning and communal values. But they also justify change because it is a new interpretation of 

the authenticity of Hong Kong that is justifiable from the parochial standpoint.  

 

To be sure, interpretations of meaning and the relative ranking of joint commitments are subject to 

disagreement. To discern which joint commitment best connects and expresses the authenticity of 

a community remains open to debate. Why does Hong Kong have to be defined by freedom, but 

not by prosperity? Even if Hong Kong citizens can settle on freedom, they might still disagree over 

how best to instantiate freedom. Should it be a democratic government under Chinese rule or 

independence from China? Habermas famously argues that communal values are sources of 

intractable conflicts.187  In a diverse and pluralist society, members within and across cultural 

                                                   
186 My example is inspired by an opinion piece by Jimmy Lai, a Hong Kong media giant, justifying to the 
world and to the rest of Hong Kong that freedom is the right way of life for Hong Kong.   
https://www.nytimes.com/2019/07/01/opinion/hong-kong.html  
187 Finlayson, Habermas, 97–105.  
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communities are destined to disagree with one another over the interpretation, relative weight, and 

ways to resolve the interpretative conflicts. To resolve these interpretative conflicts, one must rely 

on impartialist and universalist moral reasoning to arrive at rational consensus. This is part of the 

reason why Habermas does not believe that communal values are “reason-able.”  

 

In my view, Habermas is mistaken in this regard. It is true that modern societies are diverse. It is 

also true that interpretations of social norms that govern meaning and roles are subject to reasonable 

disagreement among free and equal autonomous persons. However, it is not true that interpretative 

disputes are intractable, at least not within a solidaristic community.188 The reason for my claim is 

that, as many communitarians rightly argue, communal deliberation is often guided by the affection 

of solidarity (or mutual affection, patriotism, nationalism). These partial sentiments dispose 

individuals to be deferential toward one’s fellows and ready to form consensus. Unlike moral 

reasoners who conceptualize themselves as autonomous individuals who tend to say no and hold 

each other to account, social reasoners under the influence of these sentiments conceptualize 

themselves as solidaristic members, ready to defer and connect as one. Rousseau famously argues 

that citizens are and should be guided by the affective institution of “civic religion,” such that their 

hearts are stirred and tied to the nation.189 Similarly, Barber characterizes social reasoners as “We”-

thinkers, who experience and express feelings and values such as “loyalty, fraternity, patriotism, 

neighbourliness, bonding, tradition, mutual affection.”190 Laden describes mutual affection as a 

natural disposition, which aligns or attunes social agents to one another. Not only do social agents 

want to be intelligible; they are disposed to find common ground and form some kind of “We.”191 

More dramatically, Avery Kolers defines solidaristic members in a community in opposition to 

autonomous individuals. Guided by the disposition of solidarity, communal members are disposed 

                                                   
188 I make no argument about whether disputes would be intractable across communities. It is beyond the 
scope of my thesis to discuss which model(s) of reasoning is the best for inter-communal exchange.  
189 Jean-Jacques Rousseau, The Government of Poland (1782). 
190 Barber, Strong Democracy, 242. 
191 Laden, Reasoning, 170. 
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to defer and act in unison. A community does not mean that it cannot be diverse internally. Most 

communities are probably diverse. The point is that a solidaristic community can form consensus 

notwithstanding diversity.192 Solidaristic members answer a “call to put aside one’s own judgment 

about aims, methods, fact, or values, in favour of someone else’s – be that one’s own collective 

(however defined) or some other individual or group.”193 Solidarity, Kolers adds, is resilient. It 

disposes us to disregard disagreement about ends or means, or divergence of interests, and form 

consensus with the object of solidarity.194 In his view, solidarity is crucial to collective action, 

especially social movements. If every participant in social movements demands a rationally 

compelling justification for every movement goal and means, and demands deliberation whenever 

new considerations arise, no social movement worthy of the name would exist. Too much 

autonomy undermines the possibility of a joint will. On this view, social reasoning does not 

necessarily form a mutually justified joint commitment. If the norm of mutual accountability 

disposes participants to guard their space of reasons from invasion by another individual, we can 

think of solidarity as disposing participants to open up one’s space of reasons for connection and 

cohabitation. It lowers the deliberative bar of acceptability to enable easier affirmation of joint 

commitments. Admittedly, this raises the worry of unreasonable joint commitment, to which I now 

turn.  

 

4.2 Limits of the Extant Communitarian-Democratic Model 

 
The preceding section has reconstructed a Communitarian-Democratic Model for social reasoning 

to form and reform social norms distinct from the Liberal-Democratic Model of moral reasoning 

to form and reform moral norms. In Section 4.2, I argue that while the extant Communitarian-

                                                   
192 Acknowledging the role of solidarity in mediating ingroup conflicts need not commit me to claim that 
solidarity is an easy achievement. I will discuss the difficulty and the need to foster solidarity for the 
success of the Communitarian-Democratic Model in the next chapter. 
193 Avery H. Kolers, “Dynamics of solidarity,” Journal of Political Philosophy 20 (2012): 367. 
194 Ibid. 
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Democratic Model is a plausible model for forming and affirming social identity and meaning 

constitutive of social norms, it is a problematic model of progressive change. First, there is the 

Problem of Blind Deference. The reliance on the sentiment of solidarity and deference disable 

members’ epistemic access to reasons for change. Second, there is the Problem of Oppressive 

Identity. The content-restriction imposed by the norm of parochiality potentially precludes 

members from appealing to good reasons for changing social identity or meaning that is deeply 

oppressive.   

4.2.1 The Problem of Blind Deference  

 

A regressive tendency associated with the Communitarian-Democratic Model is its emphasis on 

the feeling of solidarity. As we have seen, while solidarity is essential in uniting diverse members 

and facilitating the formation and affirmation of joint commitments, the deferential tendency it 

entails easily short-circuits individual members’ critical capacity, perpetuating misinterpretations 

of the authentic joint will. Indeed, it would appear to diminish interpretative conflict and 

contestation, while at the same time obstructing the vital friction that is needed for collective 

reflection over the meaning of joint commitments. In solidaristic communities, dissenters are easily 

seen as unsolidaristic. Call-out culture is frowned upon. While this serves to unite members, it also 

disables a crucial self-correcting mechanism and perpetuates a number of harmful and obsolete 

social practices, which, if duly reflected upon, would be found unauthorizable by the authentic joint 

will. Let me give an example. 

 

Consider again the social norm of FGC. Members of FGC communities could have argued, from 

the parochial point of view, that the joint commitments to love for one’s children and to non-

violence are more important than the joint commitment to the virtue of chastity to the extent that 

their communities are indeed bound by these commitments. Since the social norm of FGC is meant 

to instantiate chastity in violation of higher-order joint commitments, such as love and non-
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violence, it should be socially invalid. Alternatively, they could have argued that in wanting to 

honour the virtue of chastity to which their community was jointly committed, there were better 

alternatives available than cutting girls’ genitals. In fact, that was what Sudan did in the early 2000s. 

In their “Saleema campaign,” they abandoned the term “ghalfa,” defining uncut women as 

promiscuous and impure, and adopted the new term “Saleema,” to define uncut women as whole, 

intact, healthy in body and mind, pristine, untouched, in a God-given condition, and perfect.195 The 

campaign presented reasons from Sudanese to Sudanese about Sudanese commitment to chastity 

so as to redefine chastity such that FGC would not be a good expression. This example shows that 

social reasoning can bring about change. But the question remains: Why did the campaign not 

happen sooner? If there was social reason to change, why could it not be identified earlier? My 

belief is that most Sudanese were too ready to affirm the pre-existing meaning or the value of 

chastity. Solidarity discourages dissent. That pre-empted the necessary friction for prompting 

collective reflection. A key to solving the paradox of changing joint commitment, in my view, is 

this: How can and when should members overcome the deferential tendency to reassess and 

advocate change without appearing unsolidaristic?  

 

This problem afflicts the Communitarian-Democratic Model but not the Liberal-Democratic 

Model. As we have seen in Chapter 2, dissent is a key self-correcting mechanism under the Liberal-

Democratic Model. It creates friction and the opportunity for members in a moral relationship to 

reflect on the validity of the norms that govern them. It checks against epistemic vices such as 

complacency and bias in thought. The norm of mutual accountability institutes dissent, demanding 

free and equal autonomous agents to justify their action and judgement to one another. Furthermore, 

autonomous agents are not ready to form common ground. Rather, they are disposed to “say no!,” 

rejecting any unreasonable grounds and insisting on being their own final arbiters. However, this 

                                                   
195 Cristina Bicchieri and Peter McNally, “Shrieking sirens: Schemata, scripts, and social norms: How 
change occurs,” PPE Working Papers 0005 (2016), 25. 
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norm of mutual accountability, essential for the self-correction of moral norms, is replaced by the 

affection of solidarity and its deferential tendency under the Communitarian-Democratic Model, 

disabling the self-correction of social norms.  

 

In response to this shortcoming, some communitarians have embraced the norms of open-

mindedness and self-respect even in the process of social reasoning. For example, Laden argues 

that deference is unacceptable in social reasoning. On his view, if one defers, one in effect refuses 

to converse in an open-ended manner with her fellows. It does not give one’s conversational partner 

a chance to understand her mind, preventing the sharing of reasons. Nor can members pressure co-

members into agreement. Every member relates to the other as a deliberative equal. To respect one 

another as a deliberative equal, one should invite the other to speak in good faith. Otherwise, one 

is merely lecturing, or even commanding.  

 

In my view, Laden’s strategy is problematic. Unless a community happens to embrace these 

deliberative commitments, they seem to be external constraints, lacking justification from the logic 

of social rationality. In reality, most communities do not embrace these deliberative commitments. 

Churches, unions, workplaces and sports teams are often structured hierarchically. Their decision-

making is governed by norms of deference. For example, many religious communities give elders 

and veterans a larger say than other members. The norm of deference constitutes and expresses 

joint wills of the religious communities. Being a good Catholic, for example, is defined in part by 

following the words of the Pope. If they are indeed external constraints, this takes us back to a 

problem that was explored in the last chapter, namely that it is not psychologically easy or 

normatively desirable to subordinate social norms to moral norms. In Part II, I shall argue that we 

need not impose external constraints on social reasoning. The norm of trustworthiness, immanent 

to the logic of social rationality, can justify dissent, introducing critical capacity to the community 

and serving as a self-correcting mechanism for We-thinking.  
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4.2.2 The Problem of Oppressive Identity  

 
In Chapter 2, we saw that the Liberal-Democratic Model is inherently progressive by design to the 

extent that egalitarianism is progressive. By preconfiguring the conception of moral reasoners to 

be free and equal, it predetermines the criteria of moral validity constructed by moral reasoners to 

be free and equal. It further pre-empts the formation and validation of inegalitarian norms by norms 

of moral reasoning, such as universal inclusion, mutual accountability, and generalizability. Such 

design is missing in the Communitarian-Democratic Model. It is designed to (re)form and 

(in)validate social norms affirmed by social reasoners. The goal of social reasoning is simply to 

authenticate joint wills. But there is no pre-discursive configuration of what joint wills ought to be. 

Rather, the goal is to discern what the joint will actually is. In addition, none of the norms of social 

reasoning tries to introduce any progressive element into the interpretation and elaboration of joint 

wills. Solidaristic inclusion makes sure that we only include people whom already affirm who We 

are. Parochiality makes sure that members only raise whatever is affirmed or affirmable. The 

sentiment of solidarity makes sure that people are ready to accept whatever is. Progress, if it 

happens as a result of social reasoning, seems like a mere contingency: It is contingent on the fact 

that a community happens to deeply commit to something good, just, or right.  

 

This raises a problem of moral arbitrariness. But, in my view, this is not the biggest problem for 

the Communitarian-Democratic Model. If we accept that there are agent-relative values in the 

world, the criticism against moral arbitrariness must be qualified. The moral point of view is the 

agent-neutral point of view. But if that is the only normative point of view, it invalidates all kinds 

of personal commitments, goals, and projects. That is implausible. We often accept that personal 

commitments, goals and projects are non-arbitrary from the agent-relative point of view. We should 

not extend the agent-relative value to the group level. For example, if a community’s deepest 

commitment is to be philosophical, then progress for this philosophical community might be 

recognized as improving analytical skills and solving more and more conceptual problems. To 
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outsiders, this goal may be insignificant, perhaps even somewhat silly. But if we accept that there 

is social normativity in joint commitments, we have to accept that they set different criteria of 

progress. They might be morally arbitrary, but they are not socially arbitrary. The entire point of 

recognizing a distinctly social source of normativity is that there are distinctly We-relative goals of 

action.  

 

So, the problem is not one of moral arbitrariness. Rather, what is truly fatal for the project of moral 

progress is if the Communitarian-Democratic Model prescribes goals of “social progress” that run 

counter to moral goals and there is no resource to address the conflict. One such instance, one may 

think, is when the deepest commitment of a community oppresses its own members. Consider 

authoritarian commitment in Communist China, sexist commitments in many workplaces, and 

racist commitments in predominately white countries. In these cases, the Communitarian-

Democratic Model seems to deprive its oppressed members of social reasons for challenging the 

deepest commitments that govern them. The problem with these cases is not that the 

Communitarian-Democratic Model is insufficient, that members also need moral reasons to guide 

change; rather, the problem is that the Communitarian-Democratic Model produces criteria of 

“authentic change” in direct conflict with valid moral norms. It justifies oppression as socially 

desirable. Let me illustrate this point by returning to the Hong Kong example. 

 

Earlier I said that the Model does not preclude the introduction of moral elements in revising joint 

commitments. And I used the case of Hong Kong to illustrate how the Model does not preclude a 

Hong Kong citizen from persuading her fellows to progress from post-colonialism to democracy, 

if she can show that freedom defines Hong Kong’s authentic character. But whether or not she 

succeeds depends on whether the empirical facts stand up. It is a complete empirical contingency 

whether Hong Kong should progress to democracy or regress to authoritarianism. Arguably, the 

facts are that democratic commitments are not constitutive of the authentic joint will of Hong Kong. 



 

132 
 

Hong Kong is legally part of China and was only ceded to Britain for 150 years. To discern the 

most authentic will of Hong Kong, its citizens should trace its historic and cultural roots in China. 

Yet, no matter how far back in history we go, freedom and democracy have not been central 

commitments of the Chinese. The political culture was based on hereditary monarchies for 

millennia. Even when dynastic rule was overthrown in the 1912 Revolution, China was simply 

replaced by warlords and then a one-party dictatorship. Confucianism, celebrating status hierarchy, 

has remained the dominant ideology throughout history. Progressive intellectuals who 

recommended democratic reform, giving more human rights to citizens and greater autonomy to 

religious and ethnic minorities were political dissidents and always a minority. If that is the 

authentic character of Hong Kong, then the Communitarian-Democratic Model cannot really revise 

it progressively, but can only do so regressively.  

 

The requirement to adopt a parochial standpoint excludes references to values of egalitarianism, 

freedom, and democracy because they are alien to Chinese culture. It is a stretch to say that they 

are continuous and connected to the deepest commitments in authoritarianism and Confucianism. 

As Beijing is always quick to point out, the democracy activists in Hong Kong are traitors as they 

embrace colonial legacies and illegitimately import foreign influences into China. Moreover, the 

requirement of solidarity silences dissent. By contesting rather than deferring to the 14 billion 

majoritarian view on what China and derivatively Hong Kong ought to be, and how citizens and 

the state ought to relate, Hong Kong citizens are not showing their solidaristic (or nationalistic) 

commitment. Is the Communitarian-Democratic Model, which focuses on authenticity of joint will, 

unable to guide progressive change in such cases?196  If applied in authoritarian societies, are 

                                                   
196 This argument about totalitarianism and fanaticism against communitarianism is not new. The absence 
of content-restriction on conceptions of community coupled with the obsession with parochiality and 
deference spell moral disasters. In response, some communitarians, such as Taylor and Laden, have 
embraced certain liberal norms of moral reasoning, such as mutual respect for autonomy, or imposed 
content-restriction on deliberative outcomes. This explains, I believe, the decline of communitarian thought 
as it has become hard to distinguish these hybrid accounts of communitarian democracy from Rawlsian 
political liberalism which also embraces communitarian elements. My solution is to appeal to the internal 
logic of social rationality rather than that of moral rationality.  
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oppressed members of deeply racist, sexist, or fascist communities obligated to affirm their socially 

inferior identity on the ground of social reason? My answer is negative. In Section 4.3, I will argue 

that communitarians have omitted an important presupposition, namely that of mutuality, in the 

idea of joint will, because they have not taken seriously the ontological basis of joint commitment. 

So, the logic of joint commitment precludes the formation and expression of joint commitment that 

oppresses its own members, and the violation of the precondition furnishes progressive grounds for 

change of joint commitment or its dissolution.  

 

4.3 Revising the Communitarian-Democratic Model  

 

The Problem of Blind Deference caused by the demand of solidarity and the Problem of Oppressive 

Identity caused by the demand of parochiality have shown the extant Communitarian-Democratic 

Model to be an unreliable model of moral progress. In Section 4.3, I modify the Communitarian-

Democratic Model to overcome the two problems. First, I will argue that solidarity does not just 

motivate and demand deference, but that it also motivates and demands trustworthiness, which 

introduces a critical capacity into social reasoning. Communitarians tend to overlook the role of 

trustworthiness as an important self-correcting mechanism of collective interpretation and 

affirmation of joint commitments. Second, I will argue that the ontological status of social norms 

as joint commitments precludes the formation and the affirmation of social norms oppressive to 

members.  

4.3.1 Overcoming the Problem of Blind Deference with Trustworthiness  

 
The extant Communitarian-Democratic Model neglects the role of trustworthiness and the critical 

capacity that it injects into the process of social reasoning. While communitarians rightly argue that 

deference is both natural under the affection of solidarity and necessary in order to form joint wills, 

they fail to see that deference and solidarity are intimately tied to trust and trustworthiness. In this 
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section, I begin by explaining how deference is grounded in trust. I then go on to argue that in order 

to be trustworthy, one has to shoulder deliberative burdens for the trusting, dissent, and even 

actively lead change. If my argument succeeds, trustworthiness can be understood as a self-

correcting mechanism in joint commitment.   

 

To explain the relation between deference and trust, I need to first define trust. On almost all 

accounts of trust, it involves a relation of reliance in which a truster relies on a trustee for her 

competence to meet the truster’s reliance. If the reliance concerns the competence to do something, 

it is a form of practical trust. If the reliance concerns the competence to tell the truth or make good 

judgement, it is a form of epistemic trust. Since we are concerned with deference to fellows’ correct 

interpretation of joint commitment, which constitutes a judgement, I will only discuss epistemic 

trust. (For convenience’s sake, hereafter I will simply refer to epistemic trust as trust.) I follow 

Karen Jones’s account of trust, which holds that trust is an expectation of trustworthiness rather 

than a judgement.197 It is a normative attitude that the trustee ought to be trustworthy rather than a 

decision to trust after careful risk-assessment of the credibility of the trustee and the likelihood of 

her getting things right. When we trust, we accept the testimony or the judgement of the trustee 

ahead of proof and evidence. This is how deference is related to trust. In trust, we defer our 

deliberative control to the trustee. If we undertake the deliberative task ourselves, this renders trust 

redundant. If we check up on the merits of the trustee’s judgement, we fail to trust. To defer is to 

trust rightly. Because trust is not a matter of risk-assessment, it always carries a certain degree of 

vulnerability to being misinformed or deceived. This makes trustworthiness all the more valuable 

and important. In the literature on trust, theorists disagree over whether it is mere reliance or 

reliance plus proper motive. Following Jones, I claim that trust involves reliance plus proper 

motive, in particular the motive to be reliable because of the reliance. The reason for holding this 

                                                   
197 Karen Jones, “But I’m counting on you,” in Philosophy of Trust, ed. Paul Faulkner and Thomas 
Simpson (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2017), 90–108.  
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view, as Jones argues, is that it is the only way to explain our reactive attitudes towards 

trustworthiness or untrustworthiness. 198  We do not feel betrayed when someone is merely 

unreliable; we feel betrayed when someone is unreliable knowing that we count on her. On the 

flipside, we do not feel gratified when someone is reliable; we feel gratified when someone is 

reliable knowing that we count on her.  

 

With this brief conceptual account of trust in mind, we can view the disposition of deference in the 

process of social reasoning not merely as a result of the feeling of solidarity, but also as one of 

trust. I support my claim with empirical observations of the structure of communities and our 

reactive attitudes to (un)trustworthiness. Consider communities such as political parties, unions, 

workplaces, churches, schools, sports teams, and professional organizations. They often have 

leaders or spokespersons. But what do members expect them to do? Apart from doing what they 

promise to do (e.g. protecting the welfare of the members), they are expected to (re)form wise 

interpretations of their deepest commitments (e.g. mandate, constitution) and (re)assess particular 

practices in light of them. In other words, they are epistemic trustees of the trusting members. 

Members do not, under normal circumstances, deliberate the meaning of their code of practices or 

the constitution because they defer to their leaders on the basis that the leaders deliberate on their 

behalf. The deference is not blind. Members typically lose their respect and support for these 

leaders if the latter turn out to be incompetent and irresponsive, betraying the trust of the members. 

Of course, not every community is well-structured with a hierarchy and division of epistemic 

labour. An ethnic group (e.g. We-the-Asians), an interest-based group (e.g. We-the-working class), 

a civil society or a social movement do not necessarily have a formal structure with joint 

commitments embodied in a constitution or mandate. These communities may often be leaderless. 

Even so, they are governed by the expectation of trust. Recall Walzer’s notion of “social critics.” 

They are, I argue, epistemic trustees. Priests and prophets, teachers and sages, storytellers, poets, 

                                                   
198 Karen Jones, “Trust as an affective attitude,” Ethics 107 (1999): 4–25. 
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historians and writers are responsible for cultural elaboration and affirmation on their fellows’ 

behalf. Nor should we limit the role of social critics to intellectuals or religious leaders. Sometimes 

we simply expect our peers, ordinary men and women, to be trustworthy. Of course, how they 

ought to be trustworthy will vary, a point on which I will elaborate shortly. But we do resent our 

peers for misleading us about who we ought to be and how we should lead our shared life. For 

example, some FGC survivors complained that their parents and their community members 

betrayed their trust. The survivors resented them for not knowing better and simply asserting that 

the practice was rooted in their culture and religion, when there was a clear case against it.199 So, 

these practices and attitudes provide evidence of the fact that we defer not simply out of solidarity, 

but out of trust as well.  

 

If our fellows’ deference is grounded in trust, the next important question is how to live up to the 

trust our fellows place in us. The answer may look to be relatively simple: If the expectation is to 

make a correct interpretation of a joint commitment regarding its meaning and ranking, then the 

trustworthiness is to make a correct interpretation of a joint commitment regarding its meaning and 

ranking. This isn’t wrong. That is what Jones calls basic trustworthiness, to do what one is expected 

to do because that is what one is expected to do.200 So, minimally, trustees (e.g. social critics, 

leaders of a social movement, representatives of a political party or union) should deliberate over 

the meaning of their joint commitments and cannot renounce their duty and defer like everyone 

else. Unlike the Liberal-Democratic Model under which every moral reasoner shares the equal 

responsibility to critically reflect on the validity of moral norms, under the Communitarian-

Democratic Model, the deliberative responsibility is distributed unevenly between the trusters and 

the trustees; the trustees ought to deliberate for their deferring fellows. But trustworthiness is a 

richer notion than that. To be “richly trustworthy,” a trustee must help the trusters place their trust 

                                                   
199 https://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2016/feb/08/victim-fgm-speaking-out-cut-genitals-culture-
of-silence 
200 Karen Jones, “Trustworthiness,” Ethics 123 (2012): 70–73.  
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wisely.201 This is because most of us do not know who and when to trust for what. To know as 

much requires a lot of deliberative work, undermining an important reason to trust, i.e. saving one’s 

own cognitive labour. The valuable kind of trust is that which is met with rich trustworthiness. Rich 

trustworthiness, according to Jones, encompasses a “signalling capacity,” the ability and 

willingness to invite trusters to place trust on herself and communicate to them for what, how much, 

and why she should be trusted. It engages trust. Similarly, this signalling capacity also requires that 

a trustee disinvite trusters who have misplaced trust in herself and communicate to them for what, 

for how much, and why trust is unwarranted. It disengages mistrust. This is how trustees reliably 

and effectively transmit wisdom to the trusters. They have to be proactive, go out of their way to 

identify themselves to those in need, who may not even know that they are in need. This is the 

robust way to be trustworthy.  

 

What are the implications of such a robust notion of trustworthiness for social reasoning? First of 

all, the trustees should develop reflective awareness of their competence and social standing in 

order to avoid mis-signalling.202 Those of us who occupy particular social roles and statuses, such 

as “parent,” “teacher,” “intellectual,” “professional,” must be aware if members of our communities 

have placed trust in us, and for what and to what extent. If optimistic signalling is detected, we 

must actively countersignal and disinvite trust. For example, if we notice that there are members of 

our community who defer to our judgement over how to be a good woman, or what food we should 

consume, although we have not invited such trust and are not an expert in this area, we should 

communicate to these trusters that they should consult someone worthy and not defer to us.  

 

At other times, we might indeed be able and willing to shoulder the deliberative responsibility to 

interpret joint commitments. And if we do not actively disinvite the trust placed in us, we tacitly 

                                                   
201 Ibid, 73–78. 
202 Ibid, 74. 
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accept the expectation of trustworthiness and must exercise the deliberative task diligently. Under 

such circumstances, if we notice a certain interpretative error, we must speak up and dissent. 

Following our deferential instinct is irresponsible as a trustee; and fearing to speak up despite the 

expectation of trustworthiness is to be untrustworthy. To be sure, dissent may invite 

misunderstanding. Our fellows may think that we are being unsolidaristic and may even ostracize 

us. However, to be trustworthy is to be courageous enough to overcome the fear, and to be 

intelligent enough to communicate to them why we ought to be trusted and why they are wrong, 

from the parochial point of view.  

 

As Jones rightly argues, to be trustworthy, we must also communicate to the right audience in the 

right manner with the right information to inspire trust.203 It is a highly complex communicative 

skill. This explains, I believe, why being successful “norm-entrepreneurs,” the pioneers of social 

norm change, is an extremely difficult task. Whether or not they succeed depends on whether they 

communicate effectively to their peers to inspire trust. If one simply refuses to conform to a bad 

social norm, one may not inspire trust. For example, before the Saleema campaign, there were 

numerous attempts to destabilize FGC practice in Sudan and elsewhere by human rights activists 

and feminists. Their failure could be seen as failing to provide reason of trustworthiness. By mere 

non-conformity and appealing to grounds of human rights and sexual autonomy, they failed to 

convince the communities’ members of their responsiveness to their expectation of trustworthiness 

in rightly interpreting their deepest commitments. The activists showed little respect to their 

Sudanese identity and their value of chastity. By contrast, the success of the Saleema campaign can 

be viewed in terms of reason of trustworthiness. The campaigners affirmed the core commitments 

of the Sudanese community, namely chastity and their identity as Sudanese. To demonstrate this, 

they collaborated with other trusted members of the community (e.g. Sudanese public figures and 

                                                   
203 Karen Jones, “Distrusting the trustworthy,” in Reading Onora O’Neill, ed. David Archard, Monique 
Deveaux, Neil Manson, and Daniel Weinstock (London: Routledge, 2013), 190–97. 



 

139 
 

celebrities) to establish their genuine concern for the community. They identified the key audience, 

namely the public maternity hospitals and health centres, explaining to them the benefits of being 

“Saleema” and supported them to make the shift from “Ghalfa” to “Saleema.” They showed that 

they knew and affirmed the deepest commitments of the participants of FGC, and that the critique 

of FGC was not intended to destabilize social connections, but rather to ground it in a different 

practice.  

 

To clarify, I do not imply that social reasoning must always be peaceful and that adversarial forms 

of argumentation are always wrong in trying to communicate trustworthiness. What counts as an 

appropriate form of communication will vary from one context to the next. As Jones notes, part of 

being richly trustworthy is to understand the sorts of impediments that undermine effective 

communication and how to remove them.204 The key is whatever works to motivate the entire 

community to re-deliberate, identify errors in pre-existing interpretations of joint commitments and 

live authentically as a united community.   

 

The above account of trust and trustworthiness shows that deference is not blind. Those entrusted 

with the tasks of social reasoning should deliberate on behalf of their fellows. If done rightly, they 

inject critical capacity into the community, operating as a self-correcting mechanism in the 

Communitarian-Democratic Model.205 So, although solidarity triggers deference, it does not render 

change impossible so long as trustworthiness is present in social reasoning. The more robust the 

trustworthiness, the more reliable and effective the social change.  

4.3.2 Pre-empting the Problem of Oppressive Identity with Mutuality   

 

                                                   
204 Ibid. 
205 Similar to what I said about the role of solidarity, just because I argue for the role of trustworthiness in 
social reasoning, it does not mean trustworthiness is an easy achievement. For example, untrustworthiness 
can disappoint trust, making deference epistemically dangerous. The epistemic, cognitive, and institutional 
conditions for its well-functioning cannot be explored in depth here.  
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So if the process of collective deliberation of social norms is governed by the norms of 

trustworthiness and trust, then the reliance on the sentiment of solidarity need not lead to collective 

ignorance; it can even lead to collective knowledge of the relevant We-reason for changing social 

norms. The next challenge to is to show that there is indeed We-reason for changing social norms 

in a progressive direction. As I noted, if the deepest joint commitment of a community is oppressive 

(e.g. a possible We-reason against democratic reform for Hong Kong), does the Communitarian-

Democratic Model have any resources to pre-empt this oppressive worry? In this sub-section, I 

argue that there is, if we understand social norms as having the ontological status of joint 

commitment.  

 

In Chapter 3, I explained that social norms are typically joint commitments of wills, as defined by 

members’ mutual expression of mutual readiness to be bound by a principle action under the 

condition of common knowledge. By its very nature, a joint commitment is mutual, not unilateral. 

But “communal values” are not necessarily mutual. Certain communal values are unilaterally 

imposed by some members onto others. For example, the Chinese cultural values of 

authoritarianism and Confucianism are unilaterally imposed by the Chinese authorities and 

nationals onto Hong Kong citizens (and other ethnic-cultural and religious minorities in the 

country). Conformity in the past was secured by way of threat or actual institutional and physical 

violence. There has been no genuine readiness to be bound on the part of Hong Kong. 

 

One may argue that I am reading too much into the notion of “readiness.” For Gilbert, readiness is 

simply a motivational state: “[A]ll is in order as far as one’s own will is concerned for the creation 

of the relevant joint commitment.” 206  She does not presuppose the reason for having such 

motivation. In fact, she explicitly says that it need not be voluntary: 

                                                   
206 Gilbert, Joint Commitment, 48. 
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One’s readiness to enter a particular joint commitment, along with 
one’s expression of such readiness, may come about as a matter 
of considerable external pressure. Friends, family, teachers, and 
politicians, among others, may exert such pressure…At the point 
of a gun, one may, and most likely will, decide to hand over one’s 
money to the gunman. This decision may then be expressed 
through one’s handing the money over.207  

 

If this is right, then although Hong Kong citizens are coerced into accepting these Chinese values, 

it does not undermine the fact that it is still a joint commitment among all Chinese nationals to be 

bound by authoritarian and Confucian values, so long as Hong Kong citizens conform. But Gilbert 

is wrong here. While it may be difficult to generalize about the precondition of mutual readiness to 

commit, it is fair to say that the presence of oppression makes readiness to jointly commit 

psychologically impossible. By oppression, I follow Iris Marion Young’s definition to cover a 

broad range of phenomena, namely exploitation, marginalization, powerlessness, cultural 

imperialism, and violence.208 If we observe any number of strong and flourishing plural subjects 

including friendships, romantic partnerships, teams, workplaces and social movements, they are 

often marked by mutual trust, mutual understanding and mutual aid. When do these plural subjects 

begin to destabilize or even disintegrate? Very often, when certain members abuse, marginalize, or 

exploit other members. Oppression typically alienates the oppressed members from the community 

rather than connects them to it. Once alienated, the readiness to commit to the community’s 

principles and goals or to find the meaning in being a community begin to weaken. The “We” 

subdivides into “Other” and We.” At that moment, there is no longer a plural subject with one 

united mind. Instead, there is perhaps only a loose aggregate of individuals with no sense of affinity, 

trust, or pride. When oppression escalates in intensity and frequency, there may even be the 

                                                   
207 Ibid, 66. 
208 Iris Marion Young, “Five faces of oppression,” in Feminist Theory: A Philosophical Anthology, ed. Ann 
E. Cudd and Robin O. Andreasen (Oxford: Blackwell, 2005), 91–104. A hierarchy of decision-making, 
however, is not necessarily oppressive. While in a friendship, a family, a romantic partnership, a 
workplace, a union or a social movement, there may be a hierarchy of decision-making, it does not 
necessarily imply oppression. 
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readiness on the part of the oppressed to quit the group, fuelled by a sense of betrayal and anger. 

This is a psychological claim, but a fairly uncontroversial one.  

 

If this is plausible, then any conception of We characterized by its deepest commitment – what 

defines and constitutes a community – cannot be oppressive in nature. For otherwise readiness to 

be jointed is impossible. An internally oppressive joint commitment is an oxymoron because it 

destabilizes and destroys the very thing that it seeks to bring into existence: joint commitment.  

 

The upshot of this analysis is that oppressed members of a community have no We-reason to either 

defer to or affirm the deepest joint commitment of a community that oppresses them. It would be 

socially irrational for them to do so, for there is no genuine We. It is a “fake joint commitment,” so 

to speak, from the point of view of the oppressed members. Progressive social change often occurs 

when oppressed members destabilize this disingenuous “We” and dissociate themselves from 

oppressors. Returning to the Hong Kong example, since the authoritarian and Confucian values are 

merely unilaterally imposed onto them and conformity is merely commanded by threat and 

violence, there is no reason of joint commitment for Hong Kong people to follow them. The lack 

of mutual readiness may be opaque at times and may not be immediately realized. For example, 

when Hong Kong was first handed back from British colonials to another alien sovereign, China, 

the majority of Hong Kong citizens were at best ambivalent about their readiness to be jointed with 

China. However, as time went by, and as the evidence of Communist China’s oppression has 

become compelling (e.g. destroying the representativeness of Hong Kong’s Legislative Council, 

eroding the political freedoms guaranteed under Hong Kong’s Basic Law, eliminating their local 

culture and language in their education policies, replacing Hong Kong’s population and business 

ecology with Chinese nationals and firms, etc.), Hong Kong citizens’ readiness to be jointed 
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declines sharply.209 The recent active resistance against Chinese rule is the best evidence of the 

impossibility of mutual readiness to jointly commit to oppressive values. As one of the oft-shouted 

slogans in the movement proclaims: “Hong Kong is not China.”  

 

Two things must be said to clarify the implications of the precondition of mutual readiness. First, I 

say “internally” oppressive joint commitment is an oxymoron. That is because “externally” 

oppressive joint commitments are definitely possible and abundant in the real world. There are 

xenophobic and racist social norms abound. There is nothing conceptually incoherent or 

psychologically impossible for externally oppressive commitments to exist. They define and 

constitute oppressive groups. Members of oppressive groups, like Nazis and white supremacists, 

typically experience a strong sense of solidarity and trust among themselves. They may be ready 

to defer to one another and act in unity. The Communitarian-Democratic Model alone cannot 

provide reason for these members to challenge their own commitments. Moral reasoning must be 

used to supplement them. This is a major limitation of this model and in the next chapter I will 

show how the two models interact to advance moral progress.  

 

Second, the mutuality requirement about readiness to jointly commit should not be conflated with 

the mutuality requirement of respect for equal autonomy under the Liberal-Democratic Model. In 

my view, mutual respect for equal autonomy is neither necessary nor sufficient for mutual readiness 

to jointly commit. As explained in Chapter 2, mutual respect for equal autonomy is fundamental 

for the validity of moral norms. For most Kantian liberals, mutual respect of equal autonomy means 

the offering of mutually justifiable reasons, or reasons that no reasonable person can reject. It is not 

hard to see why this is not necessary for mutual readiness to exist. As I have said earlier, for us to 

                                                   
209 According to one recent study, very few Hong Kong citizens identify themselves as exclusively 
Chinese. https://www.economist.com/graphic-detail/2019/08/26/almost-nobody-in-hong-kong-under-30-
identifies-as-
chinese?fsrc=scn%2Ffb%2Fte%2Fbl%2Fed%2Falmostnobodyinhongkongunder30identifiesaschinesedaily
chart&fbclid=IwAR0HnTx6CEW1-p2h6IxbyL8qdsgm1cl338tcmltMlgXVYbNJT49Yn7___6s 
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commit to many social movements, we often forgo the demand of unrejectable reason for adopting 

movement goals or means. We are ready to commit notwithstanding reasonable disagreements. It 

is also not sufficient to be offered unrejectable reasons. Because sometimes even if we find 

someone who offers rationally compelling reasons to do something together – perhaps to become 

a business partner or a romantic partner – it is not enough for us to want to choose them. What 

exactly is necessary and sufficient for mutual readiness varies across plural subjects and is beyond 

the scope of this thesis. But I believe that the manifestation of willingness to self-sacrifice, or at 

least a non-instrumental concern, for the joint commitment and the plural subject it constitutes is 

key to inspire readiness to commit across various types of plural subjects. Allow me to illustrate 

this point with a real-world example.  

 

In 2019, people around the world are amazed at the joint commitment of Hong Kong citizens to 

fight for democracy as they watch millions of Hong Kong people march in the street again and 

again. But few know that such joint commitment was simply non-existent as recently as five years 

ago. In 2014, the Umbrella Movement, which was also a democratic social movement, ended in 

failure not because there was no mutual respect of equal autonomy among Hong Kong citizens at 

the time. In fact, there was plenty of dialogue and debate over the means and ends of the Umbrella 

Movement. As for ends, some insisted on independence from China, while others insisted on 

democratic reform within the framework of one country, two systems. As for means, some (usually 

the middle-class members and the older generations) insisted on peaceful assemblies and civil 

obedience, whereas others (usually the students) insisted on more disruptive and diversified tactics. 

All of these reasonable claims about movement goals and strategies, which were addressed to each 

other in open and rational debates, seemed if anything to exhaust rather than fuel the momentum 

for a united movement against the pro-Beijing government. Mutual justification was not sufficient 

for mutual readiness to commit to the goal of democracy.  
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The Umbrella Movement fizzled out in less than 80 days with no success in terms of democratic 

progress. What was markedly different in 2019 was the minimal presence of ideological debates 

and internal rivalries. Studies even showed that those who were vehemently opposed to disruptive 

tactics are becoming increasingly supportive of them now.210 Why so? The turning point, as many 

Hong Kong citizens would say, was on July 1, 2019, when a small group of young protesters broke 

into the Legislative Council of Hong Kong and vandalized symbols of Chinese tyrannical rule. As 

the threat of a violent crackdown by midnight loomed large, most of the protesters left the building 

save for four who swore to die for the democratic cause. Just shortly before midnight, as riot police 

approached in full gear, video footage showed a group of young women and men returning to the 

building. A reporter asked one of them, “Why did you return despite the possibility of violent 

crackdown?” One of the girls answered, “Because we knew from Telegram that there were four 

protesters refusing to leave. We are here to rescue them. If they don’t leave, we won’t leave either.” 

When she was asked whether she was scared, she sobbed, “Yes. We are all very scared. But what’s 

scarier is the possibility that we won’t be able to see the four tomorrow. If we come together, we 

leave together.” This footage went viral. The manifestation of the willingness to sacrifice 

themselves for the common cause inspired the readiness to commit from those who were indifferent 

or skeptical about aligning themselves with the young protesters. Soon, there was a motto 

undergirding the movement – “No division, no blame, no separation.”211 As members, one can 

disagree, but one should not blame and divide. The solidarity and readiness to defer to one another 

is increasingly strong. What this story suggests is that mutual readiness to commit is not reducible 

to mutual respect of equal autonomy. Although there was mutual justification of claims in 2014, it 

did not foster a readiness to be jointed. In contrast, the selfless action of the young protesters does 

                                                   
210 https://theconversation.com/new-research-shows-vast-majority-of-hong-kong-protesters-support-more-
radical-tactics-122531 
211 For a detailed account of the discursive, social, and experiential bases of solidarity in the Hong Kong 
democratic movement, see Francis Lee, “Solidarity in the anti-extradition bill movement in Hong Kong,” 
Critical Asian Studies 52, no. 1 (2020): 18–32.  
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not present any rationally compelling justification for action or their goal – one may even accuse 

them of being rash; but this did not inhibit the readiness to be jointed.     

 

To summarize, no joint will can issue reasons of joint commitment to oppress its own members, 

because it violates the precondition of mutual readiness. But this mutuality requirement about 

readiness to jointly commit should not be conflated with the mutuality requirement about respect 

of equal autonomy under the Liberal-Democratic Model. It is not a mere contingency that the 

Communitarian-Democratic Model produces We-reasons for progress from the internal point of 

view.   

 

4.4 Conclusion 

 

In this chapter, I have reconstructed a deliberative account of social normativity of social norms 

from the old communitarian literature. This deliberative account under the Communitarian-

Democratic Model features norms of communal inclusion, solidarity, and parochiality, in sharp 

contrast to the deliberative account under the Liberal-Democratic Model featuring universal 

inclusion, mutual accountability, and generalizability. While the extant Communitarian-

Democratic Model furnishes communities We-reasons to form and express social norms 

constitutive of We-identities and We-meanings, it faces the Problem of Blind Deference tied to the 

sentiment of solidarity and the Problem of Oppressive Identity given the content-restriction 

imposed by the norm of parochiality. I have proposed to resolve the first problem with the norm of 

trustworthiness which is presupposed by the sentiment of solidarity. The presence of trustworthy 

members can reliably help identity We-reason for change. To mitigate the worry that there is no 

good We-reason reform a community constitutive of oppressive joint commitment, I have 

highlighted the requirement of mutuality of readiness to commit presupposed by the ontological 

logic of social norms. Progressive social change can often occur when oppressed members 

repudiate these disingenuous joint commitments and disrupt the oppressive relations that are based 
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on them. Even the revised model, as I have noted, cannot identify progressive We-reasons for 

change of joint commitments that oppress or harm non-members. One potential remedy, of course, 

is to subordinate social norms to moral norms such that these joint commitments are invalidated on 

moral grounds. But as I have repeatedly said, even if this is theoretically possible, it is not 

psychological feasible. In the next chapter, I explore a different strategy to change these 

communities characterized by thoroughly corrupt joint commitments through a combination of the 

two models explored so far. If my argument holds, moral progress sometimes requires not one sort 

of reasoning, but multiple sorts of reasoning.  
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Chapter 5 

Towards Model Pluralism 

The previous chapter has presented a novel Communitarian-Democratic Model of moral progress. 

It functions to revise social norms by appealing to their distinct group-rational logic of trust, 

trustworthiness, and solidarity. Contrary to the common assumption, the partial and conformist 

thinking of groups need not be an impediment to moral progress. Under appropriate conditions, 

group reasoning can even be a progressive force, improving social norms of group identity and 

meanings. But as we have seen, like the two other normative models of reasoning, i.e. the 

Philosophical Model and the Liberal-Democratic Model, the Communitarian-Democratic Model 

has its own limits as well. An important one is its non-responsiveness to the interest and voice of 

non-members. To the extent that moral progress requires that we change social norms that oppress 

non-members, the Communitarian-Democratic Model is insufficient.  

 

If all the normative models that we have examined have their own flaws and limits, how should we 

proceed from here? This chapter offers one answer: Model Pluralism. Indeed, that is the key 

implication of the thesis. To advance moral progress, we cannot rely on a single normative model 

of reasoning. Depending on the particular obstacle at hand, one normative model is better-suited 

than another. Some obstacles may even require the use of multiple models simultaneously to rectify 

or overcome each other’s limits. Or so I argue.  

  

In order to show how model pluralism works, I first summarize the key arguments for the role of 

reasoning in moral progress according to the three normative models we have examined. Next, I 

identify two versions of model pluralism that follow from the analysis of the three models. On the 
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weak version, model pluralism argues that different models of reasoning are mutually compatible. 

They should be used independently for different norms or contexts. On the strong version, model 

pluralism argues that different models of reasoning are sometimes mutually dependent. They should 

be combined to function well to change a single norm. My focus is on the strong version. I return 

to the cases of externally oppressive social norms, which I have argued cannot be effectively 

addressed by either social reasoning or moral reasoning alone. In such cases, I propose that we need 

both moral reasoning and social reasoning – impartialist moral reasoning to respond to the will of 

non-members and partialist social reasoning to translate these moral reasons into We-reasons and 

transmit them to groups so as to reform social norms.  

 

To illuminate the progressive force of mixed moral and social reasoning, I look at its operation in 

two real-world episodes of moral progress: one retrospective, the other prospective.  

 

First, I return to the puzzling case of British abolitionism discussed in Chapter 2, arguing that the 

externally oppressive social norm of the slave trade is abandoned as a result of the reinterpretation 

of the deepest joint commitment of the British to national honour. And the success of this 

reinterpretation is the joint effort of the Communitarian-Democratic Model and the Liberal-

Democratic Model, although many historians and philosophers have neglected the role of the 

former. As it turns out, the abolition of the slave trade in Britain is a story of two tales: one of moral 

learning from slave resistance and another of social norm change through a patriotic social 

movement.  

 

Next, I explore the promise of model pluralism in addressing a sticky contemporary moral problem: 

animal exploitation. Many animal scholars and activists have often compared the case of animal 

exploitation to that of human slavery, since both cases involve institutionalized practices of 

breeding, bondage, torture, and exploitation of one group to the benefits of another group. Animal 
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activists hope that the lessons learned in abolishing slavery can be applied to liberating animals. 

For many of them, the central lesson is effective moral learning. Animal liberation will succeed, 

they believe, if animal activists follow antislavery activists in overcoming pervasive and persistent 

moral error – speciesism in the animal case – through liberal-democratic moral reasoning (e.g. 

mobilizing a social movement, using moral shocks, organizing resistance, employing legislative 

activism). In my view, they have learned only half the lesson, and missed the more important half, 

which is social norm change. The reason for the oversight on the part of animal scholars and 

activists is due in part to the incomplete understanding of the history of abolition, and in part to the 

misdiagnosis of the primary obstacle facing animal liberation in our time.  

 

In order to help draw the right lesson from history, I will offer a new and more accurate diagnosis 

of animal exploitation. Borrowing insights from social psychology and the sociology of human-

animal relations, I claim that the pervasiveness of the moral error of speciesism is overstated. The 

main obstacle to animal liberation is rather a diverse set of social norms ranging from civility and 

gender through to conviviality prescribing group practices that perpetuate animal exploitation. In 

other words, the obstacle facing animal exploitation in today’s societies is akin to that of the slave 

trade in early eighteenth-century Britain. The problem is less that people are morally blind than that 

they are in the grip of externally oppressive social norms. Once the obstacle is reconceived, animal 

activists can learn from the British abolitionists in changing social norms through the use of mixed 

moral and social reasoning. Using the Communitarian-Democratic Model as a guide, I discuss how 

moral reasons against animal exploitation (which most people already have) can be translated into 

various We-reasons (which most people do not yet have) and transmitted to the relevant groups to 

reform social norms, advancing progress for animals.      

 

I conclude the thesis by re-emphasizing the necessary role of reasoning in moral progress. Contrary 

to Amy Allen’s suggestion, moral progress does not begin when reason ends. It begins when we 



 

151 
 

reason well. It may be hard, but it is possible. I briefly discuss avenues for future research opened 

up by the novel Communitarian-Democratic Model of social reasoning, including its feasibility, 

dangers, and institutional form.  

  

 

5.1 Summary 

 

I would like to end the thesis by revisiting the question with which we began and the inadequate 

answers we have rejected. Does moral reasoning play a role in moral progress? If so, what role? 

In the existing literature, the answers tend towards two extremes: naïve confidence and extreme 

skepticism. The attitude of naïve confidence is associated with the Philosophical Model found in 

the Enlightenment tradition, which conceives a monological and introspective form of moral 

reasoning as an “escalator,” taking humanity towards greater freedom, equality, and happiness. The 

Philosophical Model imagines that if all reasoners deliberate like disinterested judges, who can 

abstract themselves from social norms and purge subjective desires and unruly sentiments, we can 

form objective moral principles and deduce sound moral judgements following norms of 

consistency and rules of logic. The light of impartial and critical reflection drives out the darkness 

rooted in the mindless habits, self-serving and group-serving practices. The rationalists’ naïve 

confidence in the sufficiency of moral reasoning in enabling moral progress is contrasted with the 

empiricists’ extreme skepticism. Some Foucauldians and psychologists appeal to the phenomenon 

of motivated moral reasoning, arguing that impartiality is an illusion. One model of motivated 

moral reasoning that we have looked at, namely Haidt’s Social Intuition Model, compellingly 

shows that, rather than a disinterested judge, most moral reasoners are passionate lawyers who 

serve to rationalize pre-existing moral judgements. As such, moral reasoning is either ineffective 

in revising pre-existing biased moral judgements, or worse, it subverts moral progress by building 

elaborate arguments to reinforce them. Skeptics tend to think that the moral judgements about moral 
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progress are themselves wrought with bias. And even if moral progress does exist, it is ultimately 

the mixed results of political struggles and arbitrary forces, not the sort of truth-seeking moral 

argumentation that rationalists have in mind. The limits of the Philosophical Model in overcoming 

motivational biases should shatter the naïve confidence that rationalists have in it.  

 

But the limits of the Philosophical Model of moral reasoning are no ground for extreme skepticism 

of the objectivity of moral reasoning. We just need an alternative model of moral reasoning that 

can better correct motivational biases. A better alternative that we have examined is the Liberal-

Democratic Model of moral progress. It argues that while motivational biases are obstacles to moral 

learning, they are not insurmountable so long as we can treat them at their root: the unaccountable 

structure of moral inquiry. The problem with moral learning is not so much that individuals are 

biased in different sorts of ways; rather, it is that our biases cannot be easily identified and corrected 

by ourselves. However, they can be challenged by our discursive partners. Once we reconceive the 

challenge to moral learning in a social rather than cognitive sense, it can be overcome by 

introducing accountability in moral discourse. And accountability in moral reasoning can be 

introduced by an egalitarian, inclusive, and contentious discourse. As evidenced in the Haiti 

Revolution and the Civil Rights Movement, moral learning occurred when the oppressed 

participated in contestation over the meaning of some universal moral principles (e.g. freedom, 

humanity) on an equal basis, which had been distorted by self-serving rationalization on the part of 

the powerful. While Habermasians have long recognized the epistemic potential of inclusive and 

egalitarian moral discourse, following Anderson, I have highlighted the epistemic import of 

contention which they have missed. Contentious moral reasoning can correct deep-seated bias and 

blindness in ways that the calm mutual exchange of arguments cannot. It is not only that cost-

levying creates an incentive for mutual deliberation, the point is also epistemic. Through 

vandalizing symbols of domination and assaulting their oppressors, the oppressed can demonstrate 

claims about their moral worth and demand responsiveness to their autonomous wills in vivid ways, 
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stirring the respect and lifting the motivated blindness on the part of their oppressors. This also 

means that political struggles should not be reduced to non-rational collective action or mere 

strategic reasoning. They can have moral-epistemic value. By adopting this egalitarian and wide 

conception of moral reasoning, which targets self-serving bias at its source and gets rid of the 

unhelpful dichotomies between reason and emotion, or between reason and action, the objectivity 

in moral reasoning can be vindicated.  

 

But as I have argued, even the Liberal-Democratic Model has its limits. It is inapplicable to victims 

of oppression (e.g. animals, future generations, distant people) who cannot or do not want to 

contend in direct and equal manners. Alternative strategies are required when we cannot rely on 

the oppressed to teach us our moral failure. But perhaps an even bigger limit to the Liberal-

Democratic Model is that, as a model of moral reasoning, which functions to improve moral 

judgements, it is still often insufficient for changing social norms which guide the majority of social 

practices. Why? As my analysis of social norms has shown, social norms embody social 

judgements which are distinct from moral judgements embodied in moral norms. Social judgements 

are membership and expectation-dependent beliefs whereas moral judgements are membership and 

expectation-independent beliefs. These membership and expectation beliefs are constitutive and 

expressive of the joint commitment of wills of particular groups. They form the We-perspective, 

giving members overriding We-reasons to think, feel, and act, because in conformity to these We-

reasons, members can validate their group membership and express meanings of their social life. 

To repeat a very important point, characterizing a norm as a social norm does not mean that it is 

devoid of moral content. Social norms are often embedded in (im)moral reasons. What makes a 

norm a social norm is the fact that We-reasons are sufficient to act, regardless of its relation to 

moral reason. This understanding of social norm is important for appreciating the role of moral 

reasoning: No amount of moral reasoning is sufficient to correct a social norm. Moral beliefs must 

be shared in the right way in order to change a social norm. When we are confronted with immoral 
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social norms (e.g. footbinding, dueling, female genital cutting, racism, and the slave trade), the 

obstacle to moral progress need not be moral ignorance. As we have seen, these norms persisted 

notwithstanding moral knowledge. The obstacle in these cases is rather a conflict between two sorts 

of normativity: moral normativity to do what is right from the perspective of a free and equal 

rational person versus social normativity to do what is right from the We-perspective constitutive 

of joint commitment.  

 

To resolve this normative conflict, I have argued that it is more normatively desirable and more 

psychological feasible to provide We-reasons to change social norms, rather than to simply ask 

people to follow moral normativity and dismiss social normativity. To identify We-reasons to 

change social norms, I have developed a Communitarian-Democratic Model of social reasoning to 

(re)interpret and revise joint commitments. In sharp contrast to the Liberal-Democratic Model of 

impartial moral reasoning, it features partial sentiments and dispositions such as solidarity, 

deference, trust, and trustworthiness. We have seen how this Model explains the abandonment of 

female genital cutting in Sudan and the democratic movement in Hong Kong. In these cases, 

members provided reasons about “Us” to co-members to change “Our” practice to better express 

who “We” are and what “We” mean. These We-reasons are identified because of trustworthiness, 

and then taken up because of trust and solidarity in the relevant group. Surprisingly, the partial 

logic of We-reasoning need not be a threat to moral progress; indeed, it can even play a facilitating 

role. As with all the models we have explored, though, the Communitarian-Democratic Model has 

its own limits. An important one being its inability to interrogate externally oppressive social norms 

as opposed to internally oppressive social norms. The reason for the inability is that 

communitarian-democratic norms (e.g. trustworthiness, solidarity) render any communal discourse 

non-responsive to the will and interest of non-members. If a reigning norm serves the community 

well, there is little We-reason for change even if it harms or oppresses outsiders. We will need to 

rely on moral reasoning and social reasoning together in these cases. More on that shortly.  
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To conclude our exploration so far, neither naïve confidence nor extreme skepticism about the role 

of moral reasoning is warranted. To the extent that moral progress requires the improvement of 

moral judgement, moral reasoning plays a necessary role. But we must be vigilant in the face of 

the distorting influence of motivated moral reasoning and correct it with the Liberal-Democratic 

Model to the extent that this is practicable. But even sound moral reasoning is insufficient to ensure 

moral progress if the obstacle is one of pernicious social norms, rather than simply moral ignorance. 

To improve social judgements about social identity and meaning underlying social norms, we need 

the Communitarian-Democratic Model of social reasoning.   

 

5.2 Towards Model Pluralism  

 

A key take-home lesson from the analysis of various normative models is that there is no one-size-

fits-all approach to moral progress. We need to think pluralistically about models of moral progress. 

There are at least two versions of model pluralism. On a weaker version, it could mean that different 

models are standalone and mutually compatible. Different obstacles require different remedies. If 

the obstacle is moral ignorance, we need sound moral reasoning to improve moral judgements. If 

the obstacle is pernicious social norms, we need sound social reasoning to improve social 

judgements. The three different normative models presented in this thesis offer us the conceptual 

tools to make different forms of reasoning sound. On this weaker version of pluralism, the different 

models cannot replace one another; rather, they should be applied in different contexts, 

independently of one another.  

 

But there is a stronger version of model pluralism, according to which models are mutually 

dependent. On the stronger version, models of social reasoning and moral reasoning need to 
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supplement one another in order for each to function well. In what situations does this version hold 

true? And in what ways do moral reasoning and social reasoning complement each other? This 

section offers some answers to these two questions. To make the task manageable, I will not detail 

all the different situations in which the mutual dependence thesis holds. Instead, I shall focus on 

the one that is germane to the obstacle we have discussed previously but not satisfactorily solved 

by any single model, namely revising social norms that oppress non-members.  

 

5.2.1 Correcting Externally Oppressive Social Norms  

 
In Chapter 4, I alluded to the idea that the Communitarian-Democratic Model of social reasoning 

by itself cannot provide reasons to revise a social norm that oppresses non-members, and so needs 

to be supplemented by impartialist moral reasoning. In this section, I shall explain why and how.   

 

Let me begin by elaborating on the features that make neither moral reasoning nor social reasoning 

alone sufficient for change. An externally oppressive social norm is first and foremost a social 

norm, that is, a membership and expectation-dependent normative belief grounded in a joint 

commitment of will of a particular community. It is in addition externally oppressive, that is, this 

norm authorizes behaviour or attitudes that marginalize, dominate or exploit non-members to the 

joint commitment. Examples include racist and xenophobic norms. If a group is constituted by a 

racist norm, the members are expected to define and express themselves by acting prejudicially 

towards another race. What can moral reasoning do here? By responding to the will and interest of 

everyone in the moral community, it can identify moral reasons, that is, membership and 

expectation-independent normative beliefs (e.g. that all humans, including non-We, qua humanity 

are entitled to equal dignity), to reject the externally oppressive social norm. But the externally 

oppressive social norm is grounded in membership and expectation-dependent normative beliefs 

(e.g. that we are who we think we should be). As such, membership and expectation-independent 
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normative beliefs are irrelevant, and therefore cannot unsettle the grounding of the externally 

oppressive social norm. In other words, moral reasoning alone cannot destabilize the externally 

oppressive social norm. What about social reasoning? It can identify We-reasons, that is, 

membership and expectation-dependent normative beliefs, which are relevant to the grounding of 

the externally oppressive social norm. Yet, since We are constituted by the externally oppressive 

norm, social reasoning can only furnish reasons to further affirm the externally oppressive norm. 

In other words, social reasoning alone cannot destabilize the externally oppressive social norm 

either. 

 

How should we make progress on externally oppressive social norms if neither moral reasoning 

nor social reasoning is sufficient on its own? My suggestion: Combine social reasoning and moral 

reasoning in a four-step sequence outlined below. None of the steps introduces new concepts, as 

each utilizes the conceptual tools from the models of normative reasoning presented. Before I lay 

out the sequence, let me state a precondition: the presence of at least one member who values 

morality strongly in the relevant group that is engaged in external oppression. These members need 

not dismiss the meanings of group life or renounce their group membership. In fact, that would be 

both unrealistic and unhelpful. Rather, it requires these particular members to care about morality 

enough to be motivated to change the immoral social norms of their own group, but at the same 

time care about social connection enough to not merely detest or abandon their own group. In 

Walzer’s terms, they are the “connected social critics;” in the social norm literature, they are the 

“norm-entrepreneurs.” For convenience, I will simply refer to these key individuals as norm-

entrepreneurs from now on. Once the precondition obtains, norm change can be enabled through a 

sequence of four steps.  
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Step One: Identifying Moral Reasons for Change. Suppose there is an externally oppressive norm 

X of a group G that serves the group G well. There is not yet a We-reason for members of G to 

abandon or change the norm X. Any reason to change must first be a moral reason. Here, 

impartialist moral reasoning is necessary to transcend the boundary of the group and respond to the 

rightful demands of non-members, furnishing moral reasons to reject the norm X. Not every 

member in the group needs to engage in moral reasoning though, as long as there are a few norm 

entrepreneurs who do.   

 

Step Two: Translating Moral Reasons into We-Reasonable Claims. Once the relevant moral 

reason(s) for change are learned, the norm-entrepreneur(s) must undertake a translating task, 

determining how these universally valid reasons can be rendered socially meaningful and 

significant from the We-perspective of the group G. Here are some possible ways of translating. 

First, they could argue that the norm X deviates from the deepest joint commitment. It is simply 

not our norm. It was mistaken to be the group G’s norm due to misinterpretation of the norm X or 

the group G’s deepest joint commitment. But if the norm X does constitute the group G’s deepest 

joint commitment, such that it is the group G’s norm, they could argue that the circumstances have 

changed such that the norm X or the group G’s deepest joint commitment should be renewed. One 

such circumstance is new information, which opens up the possibility of a new social norm that 

can better serve or instantiate the deepest joint commitment. The circumstance can be new 

membership, who may will a new joint commitment that invalidates the norm X. Alternatively, the 

change in objective environment may make the deepest joint commitment or the norm X no longer 

feasible or meaningful. All of these arguments are translated into parochial language, appealing to 

pre-existing joint commitments that are for “us” or about “us.” As one can see, the search for We-

reasonable causes to moralize the norm X is a difficult task. It involves a process of mixed moral 

reasoning and social reasoning, requiring a great deal of understanding of the demands of universal 

morality, of the parochial demands of their own group, and of how to creatively connect the two. I 
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note that the translation may not be successful in all cases. For example, if a joint commitment is 

incompatible with morality in every single way, the translation is impossible.  

 

Step Three: Inviting We-Reasoning. Even when We-reasonable causes are found, the job of the 

norm-entrepreneurs is not done. The We-reasonable causes for change must be shared by the 

majority of the group because there is the need for a new membership and expectation-dependent 

belief to change or abandon the norm X. The norm-entrepreneur(s) must then address these We-

reasonable claims to their fellows, persuading them of the We-reasonableness of abandoning or 

revising the norm X. This is again a difficult task. Being the first mover or dissenter can easily be 

interpreted as unsolidaristic. Being able and willing to signal trustworthiness is key to success. This 

requires the norm-entrepreneurs to signal that they are genuinely “one of us,” who understand and 

affirm their own deepest joint commitment of the group G. At this stage, it is all social reasoning 

and the norm of trustworthiness is the most important.  

 

Step Four: Reinterpreting or Reforming Joint Commitments. The success of changing norm X 

cannot solely rely on the work of the trustworthy norm-entrepreneurs. For the We-reasonable 

claims to be taken up, there must be trust and solidarity among the members of the group G. If there 

is lack of trust or solidarity, the We-reasonable claims of the norm-entrepreneurs would be easily 

dismissed or contested. The greater the number of members who accept it, the more solidarity such 

unity inspires, and even more members will be persuaded to accept it. In the social norm literature, 

this process is called “norm cascade” in which a small shift of opinion leads to a large one; and the 

conformist members are called “norm bandwagoners.” In my normative model of norm change, 

what explains the success of norm cascade is the well-functioning of the norms of trust and 

solidarity, not the mere psychological disposition of herd mentality. Once the majority of the group 
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have accepted the We-reasonable claims, there is We-reason, one that is moralized, to abandon or 

change the norm X.   

 

5.2.2 Looking Back: The Case of British Abolition of the Slave Trade  

 

The account above shows a simplified version of how moral reasoning and social reasoning 

complement each other in revising an externally oppressive social norm. To be sure, things are 

more complicated in reality. There might be more steps involved and they may not proceed in a 

linear fashion. Regardless, it explains the key steps in which moral and social reasoning interact, 

or so I argue. To show its explanatory power, I shall now apply this abstract account of mixed social 

and moral reasoning to a real-world episode in which an externally oppressive social norm was 

abandoned. I return to the puzzling case of the British abolition of the slave trade that we discussed 

in Chapter 2. To recall, the puzzle is what explains the end of the slave trade. We have rejected 

Anderson’s account, which argues that the abolitionist social movement operated with the Liberal-

Democratic Model. The reason for rejection, as explained, is two-fold. First, the social movement 

was not liberal-democratic in organization, given the unequal and indirect participation of the 

slaves themselves. Second, it was not exactly an episode of moral learning, as the movement did 

not introduce any new moral argument nor was moral ignorance the obstacle at that point in time. 

Now that we are equipped with new diagnostic and remedial tools, especially those from the 

Communitarian-Democratic Model, we are ready to solve the puzzle of moral progress in this case. 

My contention is that the externally oppressive social norm of the slave trade is abandoned as a 

result of the reinterpretation of the deepest joint commitment of the British to national honour. And 

the success of this reinterpretation is the joint effort of the Communitarian-Democratic Model and 

the Liberal-Democratic Model, although many historians and philosophers have neglected the role 

of the former. Below I will explain the process using the four-step sequence model. 
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Step One: Identifying Moral Reasons for Change. The fact that the norm is an externally oppressive 

social norm makes social reasoning itself insufficient for change, and therefore it must start with 

moral reasoning. In Britain at the time, neither the slaves in the colonies nor the fugitive slaves on 

the British Isles were considered British members. Their will and their demand to be free was 

irrelevant to the joint will of the British Empire. Yet, free trade was widely accepted as an important 

practice to the joint commitment of the British Empire. As discussed in section 2.2.1., the majority 

of British members embraced the collective identity of a freedom-loving and prosperous empire. 

The social norm of free trade was in this way authorized, or even constitutive of the imperial 

identity. It celebrated the freedom of trade. And it was an important source of national income, 

enabling national prosperity and Britain’s leading role in the world. The reason for change could 

not have been We-reason at the beginning. Fortunately, moral reasoning was happening to respond 

to the will of the oppressed others. As discussed in section 2.2.2., ever since the early eighteenth 

century, there were examples of broadly liberal-democratic moral reasoning about the moral 

validity of the slave trade in the more geographically and temporally extended British Empire. 

Slave uprisings in the colonies and resistance on slave ships changed the personal moral beliefs of 

some ex-seamen and ex-slaveholders, who later became activists. Ex-slaves such as Ottobah 

Cugoano and Olaudah helped refute claims about the inherent slavishness or incapacity of slaves, 

which sought to undermine the moral status of slaves. Moral reasoning provided the moral 

arguments for ending the slave trade: Slavery is cruel, evil, and oppressive.  

 

Step Two: Translating Moral Reasons into We-Reasonable Claims. By now we should know well 

that moral reason is insufficient for changing a social norm. For some individuals and sects, such 

as the Quakers, whose slave-owning and trading activities were guided by their membership and 

expectation-independent moral judgements, the belief that slavery is cruel and inhuman was 

sufficient for them to end slave-owning and trading activities. But for the majority of Britons, their 

support for the trade was based not on moral judgements but rather on judgements about national 
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honour. As historian Christopher Leslie Brown said, the early antislavery arguments “failed to 

capture the public imagination, because their preference for conscientious witness and humble 

moral appeals could foster a moral consensus but not sustained fervor or collective action.”212 

Cognizant of the insufficiency of moral arguments and the need to engage the joint will, the 

Quakers changed strategy. In the mid-eighteenth century, they began to supplement the Liberal-

Democratic Model with the Communitarian-Democratic Model, first by translating moral 

arguments into We-arguments for ending the slave trade. I discuss two such important translation 

efforts.  

 

The Norm of Slave Trade was Not Our Norm. Instead of solely relying on the moral argument that 

slavery is an affront to humanity, in the late eighteenth century, abolitionists started to argue that 

slavery was in fact a colonial innovation, in contravention of and repugnant to English law and 

customs.213 The difficulty with this We-argument is that while slavery was never legalized in 

England, it was not illegal either. To remove the legal ambiguity, one of the abolitionists, Granville 

Sharp, sought the help of the most trusted interpretative authority of English norms at the time: the 

English court. Sharp brought a case before Lord Mansfield, the father of English commercial law, 

regarding the right of a slave owner to deport his fugitive slave back to the colony. While the exact 

wording of the judgment is disputed by historians, what is significant is the perceived interpretation 

of Mansfield’s opinion by the English public. English papers distributed widely a version of the 

judgment that reads, in its pertinent part,  

…in a case so odious as the condition of slaves must be taken 
strictly, the power claimed by the return was never in use here; 
no master was ever allowed to take a slave by force to be sold 
abroad because he had deserted from his service, or for any other 
reason whatever; We cannot say the cause set forth by the return 

                                                   
212 Christopher Leslie Brown, Moral Capital: Foundations of British Abolitionism (Chapel Hill, NC: 
University of North Carolina Press, 2006), 442.  
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is allowed or approved by the laws of this Kingdom, therefore 
the man must be discharged.214  

 

For Sharp and the English public, Mansfield’s ruling was compelling evidence for the claim that 

the slave trade was not “Our” norm. Rather, it was a colonial innovation and a corruption of English 

law and tradition. The content of the argument is parochial. It was grounded in the English 

understanding of their law and custom. But it is not purely parochial either. In the absence of any 

moral argument that slavery is cruel, perhaps there would not be a basis for Mansfield to regard it 

as “odious.” The ambiguity in the English law could have be interpreted for or against slavery. It 

was the moral argument that gave the We-argument support. Here, we see how moral reasoning 

and social reasoning supplemented each other.  

 

Slave Trade Violated the British Commitment to be an Honourable Empire. Another We-argument 

pertinent to the invalidation of the social norm of the slave trade is grounded in the British identity 

constitutive of the deepest joint commitment to be an honourable empire. As Brown argues, 

Britain’s defeat in the American War of Independence in 1783, and the loss of the American 

colonies, threw British identity into a crisis. Knowing that Britons were anxious to retrieve national 

honour, British abolitionist Thomas Clarkson saw this as an opportunity to redefine the meaning of 

the slave trade for the Empire. His argument was that the slave trade was not only evil, but also 

dishonourable for Britain. If Britain were to fulfil its imperial purpose, which was to be the 

torchbearer of liberty, she could not be supporting the slave trade. Why not? In his influential essay 

of 1785, “An essay on the slavery and commerce of the human species, particularly the African,” 

Clarkson argued in detail that subjecting a person to the arbitrary will of his master cannot be 

compatible with the idea of freedom. To be sure, this is a moral argument. But he took the step to 

translate it into a We-argument. He further argued that it would be a disgrace to the freedom-loving 
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nation to sanction a slave that is antithetical to freedom. He used a national crisis to point out the 

hypocrisy of the colonials who cried out for liberty while denying it to their slaves.215   

 

Step Three: Inviting We-Reasoning. On the Communitarian-Democratic Model, the success of 

social reasoning depends not just on the appeal to parochial content, but also on who makes it and 

how it is made. The failure of early antislavery efforts could be explained in part by the ways the 

Quakers positioned themselves and addressed their claims. They failed to show We-standing and 

trustworthiness. Until they organized the abolitionist social movement, the Quakers prized 

themselves as a nonconformist religious sect. By flouting most of the prevailing social norms about 

how one should speak and dress at the time, they appeared to be “a peculiar people,” if not rebels 

to British morals. 216  They demonstrated no competence or willingness to fulfil the joint 

commitments of British society. To be sure, their act of abstinence could be regarded as a critique 

of their fellow Britons. But given their withdrawal from society, they could at best be disconnected 

social critics.217 They failed to inspire any trust among the wider public in them as their leaders of 

change. But as they started organizing the abolitionist social movement, their standing and norms 

of reasoning changed. The Quakers learned from their earlier mistake and left behind their religious 

identity as they formed the Society for Effecting the Abolition of the Slave Trade. Instead of 

holding themselves out as rebels to British norms, these norm-entrepreneurs addressed themselves 

as Britons in writing and speaking. As historian David Brion Davis notes, the group further 

enhanced their social standing to speak to Britons by deferring to Parliamentary leadership, so that 

they were seen as “patriots” rather than the “independent” or the “defiant.”218 Why did deferring to 

the Parliamentary leadership inspire trust? At the time, the Parliament was the embodiment of the 

national will. The antislavery cause, with Parliamentary support, would no longer seem like an 
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idiosyncratic commitment of a religious sect. The Society also tried to undermine the standing of 

the planters and merchants as “foreigners” by calling them “colonials” and West Indies 

“dominions.” In Chapter 2, we looked at how Anderson argues that the social movement 

demonstrated the “worth” of the participants. She is right that there was appeal to “worth,” but the 

worth was not the moral standing or the dignity of the slaves. The “worth” demonstrated was 

abolitionists’ social standing, their ability and willingness to meet the joint commitments of Britons. 

The group actively promoted their We-reasonable causes identified in step 2 to the public by 

organizing town and county meetings across Britain, encouraging them to send petitions to the 

Parliament. The Society engaged the Evangelicals, lobbied with the industrial interests, and many 

more sub-groups and individuals in Britain. 

  

Step Four: Reforming the Joint Commitment and Abandoning the Norm. On the Communitarian-

Democratic Model, an invitation to social reasoning will not be successful if it is not accepted. In 

the absence of trust and solidarity, acceptance will be unlikely. Luckily for Britain, the community 

was characterized by sentiments of trust and solidarity, such that the We-claims made by the 

Society were taken up. The abolitionist social movement appealed to diverse quarters, varied and 

complex in their origins. How did individual goals coalesce into a unifying commitment to reject 

the slave trade as a national disgrace? Solidarity was key. It was fostered by both rhetoric and 

action. A vast number of petitions, letters, and poems were published in order to stir a sense of 

national humiliation brought on by the slave trade. Sharp did not call slavery a sin but “a national 

sin,” reflecting poorly on the mother country.219 Hannah More’s Slavery, A Poem (1788) did not 

just criticize oppression and tyranny. She argued that this oppression and tyranny caused by avarice 

inflamed their beloved Empire.220 The boycott of sugar and rum by ordinary citizens and adding 
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1759–1815 (London: Taylor & Francis, 2009), 61–76. 
220 For more examples of poetry of this nature, see Swaminathan, Debating the Slave Trade, Chapter 3.  
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one’s name to public petitions further manifested mutual readiness among Britons to renounce the 

slave trade. Solidarity enabled a sense of unity despite the diversity of interests and goals. As we 

now know, changing beliefs is hard. Changing long-held beliefs is even harder. We are by default 

motivated to preserve pre-existing beliefs. But the ingroup trust the British public had for one 

another, the trust they had for the activists, the media, the Parliament, and the court, helped to lower 

their guard and open them up to new arguments about national honour, freedom, as well as to new 

information about the extent of the cruelty of slavery. The passage of the parliamentary bill to 

outlaw the trade in 1807 signified the renewal of British joint commitment to an honourable Britain.  

 

Both moral reasoning and social reasoning on their own were insufficient to enable moral progress. 

But when they were combined over time and in the right ways, their progressive force was 

powerful. As Brown aptly puts it,  

Neither public opinion nor slave resistance, together or alone, 
originated the British antislavery movement, though both 
contributed decisively to its success. For more than a century, 
antislavery values in Britain and slave resistance in the colonies 
had proved unable, separately and together, to push the slave 
trade or colonial slavery to the top of the political agenda. The 
popular campaign of the 1780s was the product of conscious 
effort, not simply the efflorescence of antislavery sentiment. 
British mobilization would never have developed if particular 
individuals and groups had not conspired to create it.221 

My Communitarian-Democratic Model explains who those “particular individuals” (e.g. Sharp, 

Clarkson) and groups (e.g. the Society) were, and what made them successful in translating the 

moral argument into compelling We-arguments and conveying them to their nationals. Brown 

focuses on the top-down direction of change. But as my Model suggests, the bottom-up support 

from the public, made possible by trust and solidarity, was equally important.  

 

5.2.3 Looking Ahead: Ending Animal Exploitation   

                                                   
221 Brown, Moral Capital, 24. 
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Using model pluralism, I have told a new tale of how moral progress occurred in eighteenth-century 

slave-trading Britain. Unlike the old tale which was a sole story of liberal-democratic moral 

learning, in which slave resistance taught the British about the wrongness of slavery, the new tale 

is one of two stories: a story of moral learning and a story of communitarian-democratic social 

norm change, in which the British revised their social judgement of what it meant to be an 

honourable empire. What lessons can we draw from this new story of moral progress? Are there 

contemporary social practices which can be improved using model pluralism? I believe so. I 

propose to explore this powerful progressive force of combined moral and social reasoning by 

applying it to the case of animal exploitation.  

 

As I noted in the introduction, animal scholars and activists have often drawn analogies between 

the case of animal exploitation and the case of human slavery.222 Many animal activists and scholars 

assume that success in abolishing slavery was the result of the effective moral learning of the 

wrongness of slavery and racism. By analogy, they assume that success in liberating animals lies 

in effective moral learning of the wrongness of animal cruelty and speciesism. This is the wrong 

analogy to be drawn, or so I argue in this lengthy section. To make my case, I first explain how the 

main obstacle to animal liberation is currently misconceived. Drawing upon social psychology and 

the sociology of human-animal relations, I show that contrary to the extant assumption, most people 

do not commit the moral error of speciesism; they know that animal cruelty is morally wrong. The 

reason that most people continue to support institutions of animal exploitation is social. I identify 

                                                   
222 For an exegesis of the various sorts of comparisons between human abolitionism and animal liberation, 
see Corey Lee Wrenn, “Abolition then and now: Tactical comparison between the human rights movement 
and the modern nonhuman animal rights movement in the United States,” Journal of Agricultural 
Environmental Ethics 27 (2014): 177–200. The comparisons have caused moral controversies, especially 
among the left, because it seems to degrade humans or show insensitivities toward the survivors and 
victims of ongoing racism. For a critique, see Claire Jean Kim, “Moral extensionism or racist exploitation? 
The use of Holocaust and slavery analogies in the animal liberation movement,” New Political Science 33, 
no. 3 (2011): 311–33. For a defense, see Will Kymlicka and Sue Donaldson, “Animal rights, 
multiculturalism, and the left,” Journal of Social Philosophy 45, no. 1 (2014): 116–35. 
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a diverse set of social identity and meaning norms which give their referent members We-reasons 

to conform to exploitative practices, overriding moral reasons to desist. The key to moral progress, 

then, is to convince these members that their social norms are in fact un-We-reasonable. This is 

where animal activists can learn from the British abolitionists in their use of the Communitarian-

Democratic Model to translate moral reasons into We-reasons for social norm change. Let me 

explain step by step.  

 

A Pre-Existing Diagnosis of Animal Exploitation. For many animal scholars and activists, societies 

today are analogous to eighteenth- and nineteenth-century antebellum America in the sense that 

people are guided by profound moral blindness.223 Then, whites were blinded to the wrongness of 

slavery due to racism. Today, humans are blinded to the wrongness of animal exploitation due to 

speciesism. Speciesism is a term popularized by Peter Singer in 1970s, and it has pretty much set 

the terms of the debate for animal ethics and activism thereafter. He writes:  

[T]he racist violates the principle of equality by giving greater 
weight to the interests of members of his own race, when there is 
a clash between their interests and the interests of those of 
another race. Similarly the speciesist allows the interests of his 
own species to override the greater interests of members of other 
species. The pattern is the same in each case.224  

 

The exact understanding of speciesism has evolved and been subject to debate. Some call it “human 

supremacy” these days to emphasize that the problem is not only or primarily that arbitrary 

significance is being attached to “species membership,” but that humans ground their moral status 

                                                   
223 Animal activist, Henry Salt, writes in 1898: “The present condition of the more highly organized 
domestic animals is in many ways very analogous to that of the negro slaves of a 100 years ago: look back, 
and you will find in their case precisely the same exclusion from the common pale of humanity; the same 
hypocritical fallacies, to justify that exclusion; and, as a consequence, the same deliberate stubborn denial 
of their social ‘rights’.” Henry Salt, Animals’ Rights: Considered in Relation to Social Progress (Clarks 
Summit, PA: Society for Animal Rights, 1980). 
224 Peter Singer, “All animals are equal,” Philosophic Exchange 5, no. 1 (1974): 108.  
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precisely in opposition to animality.225 Whatever name we put to the phenomenon, and regardless 

of its exact features, it is widely regarded as a phenomenon of moral error rooted in two beliefs. 

The first belief is factual. Speciesists are thought to believe that humans are unique and special in 

terms of their humanity. Humans are uniquely sentient, have a subjective will, engage in complex 

normative thinking and social cooperation. The second belief is normative. Based on the factual 

premise, speciesists are thought to derive the further normative belief that animals are not morally 

considerable (or they lack moral status). The underlying presumption could be that only sentient 

beings are morally considerable, or only rational beings are morally considerable, etc. But since 

animals are not morally considerable, humans are morally entitled to instrumentalize animals. 

Consequently, just as it is not morally wrong to cut down a tree to make a chair, it is not morally 

wrong to slit the throat of a chicken for their meat. The judgement that animals are not a source of 

moral reasons which humans ought to respond to and respect is a moral judgement because it is 

perceived to be valid independent of one’s social membership and norms. It is the recognition of 

the fact of humanity and the fact of animality that makes it valid. There might be social norms of 

particular groups that make demands to consider animal interests (e.g. the Buddhist norm of 

compassion). But they govern Buddhists only in virtue of their religious membership. It is this 

mistaken sense of superiority grounded in the species of homo sapiens (or the idea of human 

distinctness) that the pro-animal liberation camp blames for animal exploitation, because it bars 

humans from grasping the moral reasons for why animal exploitation is wrong. 

 

A Pre-existing Remedy for Animal Exploitation. Since the obstacle to animal liberation is diagnosed 

as the moral error of speciesism, the past fifty years of animal advocacy, both in academia and in 

civil society, have been geared towards moral education. And animal activists and scholars have 

                                                   
225 See Will Kymlicka, “Human rights without human supremacism,” Canadian Journal of Philosophy 48, 
no. 5 (2018): 763–92.  
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always looked to abolitionists for inspiration. As philosophers Sue Donaldson and Will Kymlicka 

write,  

Awakening people to the moral repugnance of animal 
exploitation rests on challenging the assumption of a human-
animal hierarchy, just as awakening people to the moral 
repugnance of slavery required challenging the assumption of a 
racial hierarchy.226 

 

During the early phase of the animal liberation discourse, the awakening efforts follow a more or 

less Philosophical Model of moral learning. Animal scholars and activists, acting as the 

representatives of the oppressed animals, seek to show that there are in fact universally valid moral 

reasons for any free and equal rational agents to end animal exploitation. Part of the education is to 

supply the correct factual information about the continuities between humans and animals, 

undercutting the factual premise of speciesism. Ethologists have offered evidence that homo 

sapiens share evolutionary origins with other animal species, and that many animal species are also 

sentient, intelligent, and lead rich, emotional, social lives.227 The hope is to show that animals are 

not “things,” but rather, they are vulnerable, socially embodied beings, or even moral agents, just 

like us. Animal ethicists, on the other hand, focus on challenging the normative premise of 

speciesism. Many argue that even if humans and animals are different in certain ways, those 

differences are morally irrelevant. Various rational moral arguments are made to point out the 

fallacy in jumping from a difference in biology to a difference in moral considerability.228 Humans 

                                                   
226 Sue Donaldson and Will Kymlicka, “The moral ark,” Queen’s Quarterly 114, no. 2 (2007): 186–205, 
192. In their more recent writings, Donaldson and Kymlicka note that commitment to human supremacism 
varies over time and across groups, partly in response to political assessments of how best to advance 
broader political goals. I return to this possibility below, where I show how human supremacism can be 
seen as a particularistic social norm.  
227 Here are some examples: Marc Bekoff and John A. Byers (eds.), Animal Play: Evolutionary, 
Comparative, and Ecological Perspectives (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1998); Marc Bekoff, 
Colin Allen, and Gordon M. Burghardt (eds.), The Cognitive Animal (Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 2002). 
Marc Bekoff and Jessica Pierce, Wild Justice: The Moral Lives of Animals (Chicago: University of Chicago 
Press, 2009). Frans B. M. de Waal, Peacemaking Among Primates (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University 
Press, 1989). 
228 For a good summary of these moral arguments, see: Mark Rowlands, Animal Rights: Moral Theory and 
Practice (Basingstoke: Palgrave, 2009); Lori Gruen, “The moral status of animals,” in Stanford 
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are different in fact in various ways, including our race, sex, and gender. But those factual 

differences are irrelevant to our moral status. When we are purged of these racist and sexist biases, 

we recognize that what matters morally (insofar as basic rights are concerned) is one’s sentience, 

subjectivity, capacities for flourishing, etc. And such criteria are the relevant ones for moral status, 

not species membership. Since animals share with us those morally relevant features, we must not 

exclude animals from the moral community on pain of inconsistency.  

 

Given the lack of progress with the Philosophical Model, more recently, some animal activists and 

scholars have adapted the Liberal-Democratic Model to their cause, focusing on contentious modes 

of moral reasoning just as antislavery activists did. They have expanded the repertoires to include 

storytelling,229 displays of graphic imagery,230 direct action,231 and legislative activism.232 Their 

hope is to confront more directly the arrogance and ignorance of the speciesists. If people can 

vividly see and feel the violence on factory farms and animal laboratories, their compassion for 

animals and disgust towards cruelty can be aroused, counteracting indifference and arrogance.  

 

Regardless of which model (Philosophical or Liberal-Democratic) animal activists and scholars 

use, the moral education strategies show little concern over who has the standing to speak to whom. 

The animal liberation discourse, although diverse in its modes of communication, follows the 

impartial and justificatory logic of moral reasoning. The claims made are membership and 

expectation-independent. Speakers do not appeal to their particular social membership, but to their 

                                                   
Encyclopedia of Philosophy, ed. E.N. Zalta (2017), available at https://plato.stanford.edu/entries/moral-
animal/#Spec 
229 Donaldson and Kymlicka, “The moral ark.”  
230 Elizabeth L. DeCoux, “Speaking for the modern Prometheus: The significance of animal suffering to the 
abolitionist movement,” Animal Law 16, no. 1 (2009): 9–64. 
231 Mathew Humphrey and Marc Stears, “Animal rights protest and the challenge to deliberative 
democracy,” Economy and Society 35, no. 3 (2006): 400–22. 
232 Robert Garner, “Animal rights and the deliberative turn in democratic theory,” European Journal of 
Political Theory 18, no. 3 (2019): 309–29. 
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objective understanding of morality or animal science, and the audience is any rational being who 

can respond to moral reasons.  

 

If the main cause of animal exploitation were the lack of moral reasoning or unsound moral 

reasoning, then this strategy of impartial moral education should have been effective. But it has not 

been effective, which suggests that moral reasoning is not the main issue. What progress has the 

animal rights discourse achieved in the past five decades? If we measure moral progress in terms 

of behavioural change, then progress is slow and limited.233 While it is true that the number of 

ethical vegans and vegetarians has increased, that number is far outweighed by the increase in the 

scale of animal exploitation. Just consider the number of animals raised and killed for meat alone. 

Global total meat production has more than quadrupled since 1961.234 The increase is not limited 

to Asia, the region which has enjoyed economic growth in that period. The increase is also evident 

in Europe and North America, despite the strong presence of animal activism.235 Although there is 

anti-animal cruelty legislation in many countries, such legislation typically excludes animals at 

farms and in laboratories. Treatment that is illegal when applied to dogs (e.g. extreme confinement, 

deprivation of socialization) is usually legal when applied to pigs, cows, chickens, and rats.  

 

Many animal scholars and activists infer from the lack of large-scale behavioural change that moral 

education has more or less failed. It has failed to achieve the intended purpose: providing moral 

reasons for individuals to believe that animal exploitation is morally wrong. There are several 

speculations as to why moral education has failed. One suggestion is that the speciesist bias is too 

                                                   
233 I am not alone in claiming this. For reflections on the progress of the animal liberation movement, see 
the collection of writings in Paola Cavalieri (ed.), Philosophy and the Politics of Animal Liberation 
(Basingstoke: Palgrave, 2016).  
234 https://ourworldindata.org/meat-production#global-meat-production 
235 https://ourworldindata.org/meat-production#global-meat-production 
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deeply rooted in our psyche and thus resistant to change.236 Some trace it to motivated moral 

reasoning.237 Humans are too invested in the exploiting of animals to satisfy our selfish pleasures 

and interests. Who does not enjoy the taste of meat? Who would not sacrifice the lives of animals 

to find a cure for cancer? Given the enormous self-interest in exploiting animals, we unconsciously 

or consciously discount or distort the new information and arguments that animal activists and 

scholars present to us for why animal exploitation is wrong, such that we can continue to feel 

justified in doing so. We can call this the “hegemonic speciesism hypothesis” – i.e. the belief that 

moral education has failed because of the depth of our commitment to the ideology of speciesism. 

 

I certainly believe that some individuals, especially those directly involved in agribusinesses and 

animal research, are speciesist for these reasons. However, I do not believe that this is the main 

reason why the moral education approach has failed to end animal exploitation. The problem is not 

that the majority of humans are irredeemably speciesist or too irrational. Rather, the moral 

education approach has failed because it fails to get to the root of the problem, namely the We-

reasons that various social norms give to groups to continue to support animal exploitation. But 

before I discuss what these We-reasons are, let me say a bit more about why the moral error of 

speciesism is not the real obstacle for most people.    

 

How Animal Exploitation is Misdiagnosed. Why do I say that speciesism is not the main obstacle 

to ending animal exploitation? Because there is little empirical support for it to be an operative 

norm in governing human-animal relations in general. First, it is not true that humans perceive 

animals in general as “things” or “less than humans.” According to a meta-analysis done by social 

                                                   
236 Dinesh J. Wadidwel, “Why don’t we recognise animals? Error, akrasia or stupidity?” Paper presented at 
Sydney Democracy Network, Festival of Democracy, University of Sydney, 8 October 2014. 
237 João Graça, Maria Manuela Calheiros, and Abílio Oliveira, “Situation moral disengagement: Motivated 
reasoning in meat consumption and substitution,” Personality and Individual Differences 90 (2016): 353–
64. 
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psychologists Verónica Sevillano and Susan Fiske, there is extensive evidence that humans 

perceive various animal species as “social beings.”238 Humans are perfectly capable of attributing 

sentience, mind, motives, and agency to different animal groups. In a way, this is hardly a surprising 

finding. Descartes is an exception, rather than the norm, in thinking that animals are machines. 

Most of us share the intuition that it is morally wrong to set fire to a cat, because we know that a 

cat is sentient, among other things. We avoid lions because we know that lions will prey on us. We 

keep dogs as our companions because we know that they desire attention from us, and vice versa. 

To clarify, the findings do not suggest that humans never perceive animals as things. Many of us 

certainly perceive certain animals as “food” or “pests,” and we tend to deny minds and agency to 

the animals who fall under these categories.239 But the reason for mind-denial in such cases is not 

speciesism per se. What determines whether an animal is seen as “food/thing” or as a “pet/social 

being whom we love” is not the biological fact of animality, but what psychologists call 

“stereotypes,” the socially constructed generalizations of the behaviours and attitudes of particular 

animal species. I will argue below that the content of these stereotypes is specified by social norms. 

But for now, let me explain how social psychology undermines the claim that speciesism is the 

main basis on which animal exploitation is justified. 

 

As stated, the hegemonic speciesism hypothesis holds that speciesists not only believe that animals 

are factually different from humans; they further judge that such factual differences give them 

moral reasons to instrumentalize animals. Social-scientific evidence, again, shows that humans do 

not in fact judge that they are morally entitled to exploit animals due to some unified belief of 

human-animal hierarchy. Rather, we hold different attitudes towards various animal groups in 

                                                   
238 Verónica Sevillano and Susan T. Fiske, “Animals as social objects: Groups, stereotypes, and intergroup 
threats,” European Psychologists 21, no. 3 (2016): 206–17. 
239 Brock Bastian, Steve Loughnan, Nick Haslam, and Helena R. M. Radke, “Don’t mind meat? The denial 
of mind to animals used for human consumption,” Personality and Social Psychology Bulletin 38, no. 2 
(2012): 247–56. 
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different contexts. How is that possible? Our attitudes and their corresponding behaviour are 

typically prescribed by, again, stereotypes about animals. Here are some examples of stereotypes 

and their prescribed attitudes. We respond to the “pest” stereotype with disgust and contempt; the 

“food animal” stereotype with pity or indifference; the “wild animal” stereotype with fear and awe; 

and the “pet” stereotype with affection and love. These diverse attitudes further drive different 

actions. For example, we tend to avoid or exterminate those towards whom we feel disgust and 

contempt. We tend to subordinate and exploit those we feel indifferent to. We tend to protect, 

cooperate and connect with those we love. In other words, we do not see “animals” as a singular 

entity, but rather we see different animal groups in light of these stereotypes. In addition, we do not 

feel morally entitled to exploit “animals” because of a single moral judgement; rather, we adopt a 

mixed bag of attitudes because of those stereotypes.  

 

As the review of social-scientific evidence has shown, the assumption that speciesism operates as 

a moral justification for animal exploitation, although widely held by animal ethicists and activists, 

is not reflected in the attitudes of ordinary human individuals. For decades, animal ethicists and 

activists have overstated the significance of speciesism in causing animal exploitation, and 

oversimplified the social psychology of human-animal relations. It is time for us to ask new 

questions to make progress: Why do people follow these stereotypes? How do people construct 

them? How can we abandon or change the harmful ones? Should we? At present, social 

psychologists have not reached a consensus as to why people conform to these stereotypes and how 

they are constructed, let alone how to change them. In the concluding remarks of Sevillano and 

Fiske’s meta-analysis, one suggestion for the source of these stereotypes is “cultural practices and 

social norms.”240 I believe that is right. In what follows, I shall identify the relevant cultural 

                                                   
240 Sevillano and Fiske, “Animals as social objects,” 22. 
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practices and social norms that produce harmful stereotypes and enable animal exploitation, using 

my joint commitment account of social norms.  

 

A New Diagnosis of Animal Exploitation. I now proceed to argue how these problematic animal 

stereotypes are prescribed by We-constitutive social norms, thereby offering relevant group 

members We-reasons to continue to support institutions of animal exploitation, overriding moral 

reasons to desist.241 Note: my intention is not to argue that these are good We-reasons. To the 

contrary, I think that most are bad We-reasons, by the standards of my Communitarian-Democratic 

Model of social reasoning. I will shortly argue that, as with the case of British abolitionism, moral 

progress requires relevant norm-entrepreneurs to demonstrate to their members that these pre-

existing We-reasons are ill-founded from We-perspectives, and that there are good We-reasons to 

end animal exploitation. But before I offer my remedy, I need to first show that the root cause of 

animal exploitation is a diverse, interlocking set of externally oppressive social norms. For reasons 

of scope, I cannot possibly identify all the relevant social norms governing attitudes and actions in 

support of institutions of animal exploitation. So, I will focus on a sub-set of resilient social norms, 

namely social norms governing our food practices perpetrating factory farming. My hope is that 

the discussion will inspire further research on the role of social norms in all issues of animal 

advocacy.  

 

As the previous discussion explains, people tend to feel indifferent to or dismissive of animals 

stereotyped as food, and these attitudes further drive people to ignore animal’s suffering, or in some 

cases to deny that animals can suffer at all. This raises the important question of how humans come 

                                                   
241 Recently, Nicolas Delon also makes an important argument for advancing progress for animals using the 
social norm approach. He too believes that changes in individual attitudes and beliefs are inadequate, that 
progress requires collective action, and that social norms motivate collective action and are the sites of 
change. However, he does not detail the methods of changing social norms. See Nicolas Delon, “Social 
norms and farm animal protection,” Palgrave Communications 4, no. 1 (2018): 1–6. 
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to define certain animals as “food,” but not “companion animals,” “service animals” or simply 

animals. What is the reason? Is it prudential, moral, social, or none at all? One possibility is that 

the reason is prudential. We identify pigs, cows, and chickens as food for prudential reasons, as 

signaled by food practices as customs. As explained in Chapter 3, customs are contrasted with 

norms in the sense that they are not normative, although both involve a pattern of behavioural 

regularity. A custom is an empirical expectation that practice X is what most people in the referent 

group do, without the further normative expectation that practice X is what most people in the 

referent group ought to do. For example, I know that it is the custom here in Canada to use an 

umbrella when it rains. Whether one uses an umbrella depends on one’s own prudential 

considerations. Because most Canadians’ prudential considerations converge, a custom arises. But 

there is no felt obligation for any Canadian to use an umbrella (rather than, say, a poncho).  

 

Are food practices mere customs? Some think so. According to this view, we eat simply for its 

nutritional value and/or for gustatory pleasure.242 And since I want to avoid the cost of having to 

test what food is nutritional and/or tasty, I simply follow the pre-existing food customs. As such, 

the reason for my conformity to these customs is merely informational, and thus prudential, not 

normative. This view is wrong. As social psychologists and anthropologists have shown,243 what 

we eat, how much we eat, and how we eat are all heavily regulated. It is not up to us to snack on 

insects despite the nutritional value in doing so. Nor is it up to us to eat a live octopus although it 

might excite one’s senses. In both cases, we would likely be judged uncivil and disgusting. This 

shows that food practices often involve judgements about appropriateness. The next question we 

should ask is: Are these moral or social judgements?  

                                                   
242 It is worth noting that taste itself is often socially conditioned. Your comfort food is probably also the 
comfort food of your co-nationals, but not others. Since childhood, we are told what food we should (not) 
eat and our taste develops accordingly. For discussions of the aesthetics of taste, see Carolyn Korsmeyer, 
Making Sense of Taste: Food and Philosophy (Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 2002). 
243 Suzanne Higgs, “Social norms and their influence on eating behaviours,” Appetite 86 (2015): 38–44. 
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In my view, food practices clearly involve social rather than moral judgements, because they are 

typically membership and expectation-dependent. Unlike the moral judgement that murder is 

wrong, which I hold independent of what my peers expect of me, judgements regarding what and 

how I should eat are dependent on what I think my peers think I should eat. The food norm against 

eating dogs in Canada exists because Canadians believe that fellow Canadians believe that they 

should not. This food norm against eating dogs loses its authority in China or Korea because such 

shared normative expectations do not exist. Likewise, Christians feel the obligation to serve turkey 

on Thanksgiving in virtue of their Christian identity. Non-Christians do not feel the same obligation 

because they are not Christians, and so Christians’ expectations regarding what food ought to be 

served on Thanksgiving have no authority on them.  

 

So, food practices are heavily governed by social norms. But are people irrational to follow them? 

As animal activists always ask, if it is wrong to eat a dog, why is it okay to eat a pig? A dog and a 

pig are similar in essential ways – both sentient, intelligent, social, and loyal. These social norms 

that designate animals as food are morally arbitrary. They do not track our moral principles about 

what matters morally. No doubt, many social norms governing food practices are morally arbitrary, 

just as many social norms governing cultural practices and defining group identities are morally 

arbitrary. But as I have argued throughout this thesis, pointing out the moral arbitrariness of social 

norms to the members who follow their group norms is often insufficient for changing their mind 

and action. Humans are fundamentally group agents and when we live our lives as group agents, 

the governing set of rationality is neither moral nor prudential, but social. The question that many 

animal ethicists and activists have failed to engage is this: Are the social norms governing food 

practices which are harmful to animals socially rational?  
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On my Gilbertarian account, a social norm is socially rational if it constitutes and expresses the 

joint commitment of a particular group. In the minds of those who conform, many food norms do 

flow from joint commitments of their referent groups, and the conformity validates their social 

membership and expresses the social meanings of their group life. As the sociologist Claude 

Fischler aptly notes, 

[T]he way any given human group eats helps it assert its 
diversity, hierarchy and organization, and at the same time, both 
its oneness and the otherness of whoever eats differently. In 
many cultures and groups, the reasons for choosing or rejecting 
particular foods are bound up with concerns over identity, image, 
social belonging and status.244 

 

That is a remark about food norms in general. Our interest is in those particular food norms which 

harm animals. Do they give groups the same We-reasons of “identity, image, social belonging and 

status?” Definitely. Consider how meat-eating practices help construct class and gender identities. 

In Chinese society, the consumption of meat is an expression of class, wealth, and prosperity. In a 

traditionally agrarian society, only the aristocratic class and the ruling class had the privilege to eat 

meat. The general populace could enjoy meat only on celebratory occasions. Given this history, 

meat has taken on the social meaning of wealth and prosperity. Many middle- and upper-class 

citizens in Chinese society are reluctant to adopt a plant-based diet, because it fails to express their 

social status. And as more and more working-class members can afford meat, social-economic 

status has found its expression in the consumption of even rarer and more expensive foods such as 

bird nests, shark fins, and bear paws. Consider also how the consumption of red meat expresses the 

social norm of masculinity. Studies have shown that high protein content and bloody constitution 

of red meat symbolize virility and strength, which are definitive for masculinity for many.245 This 

                                                   
244 Claude Fischler, “Food, self and identity,” Social Science Information 27 (1988): 275–93. 
245 Matthew B. Ruby and Steven J. Heine, “Meat, morals, and masculinity,” Appetite 56 (2011): 447–50.  
https://www2.psych.ubc.ca/~heine/docs/2011meatmorals.pdf; Mark A. Newcombe, Mary B. McCarthy, 
James M. Cronin, and Sinead N. McCarthy, “‘Eat like a man’: A social constructionist analysis of the role 
of food in men’s lives,” Appetite 59 (2012): 391–98.  
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goes some way to explain the small number of men in the vegetarian and vegan populations. 

Veganism violates their understanding of manhood.   

 

Meat consumption as expressions of manhood and wealth are obvious examples. But once we dig 

deeper, meat is bound up with many more social norms that are central to group life. In an 

interesting article entitled “Real men have manners,” philosopher Roger Scruton discusses how our 

“table manners” are tied to norms of conviviality, mutual respect, and even civility.246 Only the 

uncivilized, he says, see eating as merely meeting our biological needs. Proper eating nourishes 

“not only our bodies but also our social relations and therefore our souls.” 247  He criticizes 

vegetarians and vegans for violating the norm of conviviality because they police the dinner table 

with their “nonnegotiable demands.”248 When the conviviality norm reigns, meat is not seen as an 

animal carcass, but rather a gift. It is impolite to reject it. Understandably, up to 84 percent of 

vegetarians report having reverted back to their former omnivorous diet,249 in order to meet the 

social expectations to be a good guest and a grateful friend. Norms of civility can be instantiated 

through food as well. Whenever I order a salad at a restaurant, my Cantonese parents will tell me 

that only uncivilized Westerners eat raw food. Salads are not proper food. On the other hand, 

whenever Westerners see Cantonese diners devouring animal organs including their kidneys, 

brains, and hearts, Westerners shame the Cantonese for their uncivility. But for the Cantonese, it is 

civilized to not waste any part of an animal. It is no stretch to say that standards of good and bad 

food are bound up with norms of civility, which in turn are constitutive of national identities.  

 

                                                   
246 Roger Scruton, “Real men have manners,” in The Philosophy of Food, ed. David Kaplan (Berkeley: 
University of California Press, 2012), 24–32. 
247 Ibid, 25. 
248 Ibid, 27. 
249 https://faunalytics.org/wp-content/uploads/2015/06/Faunalytics_Current-Former-Vegetarians_Full-
Report.pdf 
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The above social norm story of meat sheds new light on two old puzzles: why we support factory 

farming, and why the moral education approach has failed to dissuade us. As noted earlier, many 

animal ethicists and activists assume that people support factory farming because they fail to make 

the correct moral judgement about the wrongness of factory farming. However, this neglects the 

fact that people are in fact guided by various social judgements about the appropriateness of meat 

(and the inappropriateness of a plant-based diet). One single social judgement may not be able to 

perpetuate the institution of factory farming. But these social judgements are pervasive across 

multiple levels of our group life within societies. This makes sense of the ineffectiveness of the 

moral education approach, as all that it does is to offer people moral reasons to improve their moral 

judgement. But as I said, few people today genuinely believe that factory farming is morally 

permissible. Yet, many genuinely believe that meat is socially necessary. Animal ethicists and 

activists who look at the animal question through the moral lens see only cruelty, whereas ordinary 

people who look through the social lens see meaningful expressions of class and gender identities, 

and valid expectations of friends, colleagues, and co-nationals. Animal ethicists and activists 

repeatedly point out how our eating habits are morally arbitrary, but they are not socially arbitrary 

for those who practice them. More and better moral reasoning is not going to penetrate into these 

social norms. A more promising route forward is to acknowledge these group identities and social 

meanings, and identify We-reasons to reform their content.  

 

As it turns out, the situation we are in today is not analogous to antebellum America where moral 

ignorance was pervasive; instead, it is more like early eighteenth-century Britain, where moral 

knowledge was met with public apathy. Like the British then, citizens today are aware of the moral 

reasons, but they are overridden by We-reasons. We know that pigs, cows, goats, chickens, and 

ducks are sentient. Although we may disagree over the exact content of the moral obligations owed 

to animals, almost all agree that at least we owe sentient animals the moral obligation of non-

violence. Factory farming obviously violates this obligation. To avoid moral censure from our 
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complicity with this immorality, we keep slaughterhouses out of sight and out of mind. Earlier, I 

mentioned motivated moral reasoning as a mechanism to deal with cognitive dissonance arising 

from meat consumption. The prevailing understanding is that cognitive dissonance arises from the 

conflict between selfish desires for pleasure and moral beliefs about the wrongness of animal 

exploitation. I suspect this a misdiagnosis. We do engage in motivated moral reasoning, but it is 

primarily due to the conflict, not with our selfish desires, but with our social motivation to be able 

to maintain the valued social norms around meat. We-reasons are so powerful that we engage 

psychological mechanisms to dismiss and distort the countervailing moral reasons. This very 

dynamic shows that we already possess moral reasons against animal exploitation: if we did not 

possess these moral reasons in the first place, there would be no need for dissonance management. 

So moral reasoning is not the main issue, nor is it the cure. In the battle against animal exploitation, 

the primary enemy is not a moral belief in speciesism; rather, it is the wide array of social norms 

that have developed against the background of institutions of animal exploitation. Moral progress 

demands that we change these social norms.  

 

A New Remedy for Animal Exploitation. So the key to moral progress for animals is to reform the 

social judgements underlying the social norms of group identities and social meanings perpetuating 

animal exploitation. Once eating animals is no longer seen as essential to civility and group identity 

(and once eating plants is no longer seen as anti-social), we will be able to see animals as social 

beings and apply the moral principles to them qua social beings otherwise suppressed by social 

norms. To change social judgements, we need social reasons. But is social reasoning sufficient? It 

is not. Like the social norm of the slave trade for the British, the social norms we discussed above 

are all externally oppressive. They are grounded in membership-and-expectation-dependent beliefs 

(e.g. expectations of men, expectations of the Chinese, expectations of the middle class) authorizing 

harm to non-members (i.e. “food animals”). The Communitarian-Democratic Model functions only 

to respond to the wills of the members, and so the group-sentiments of solidarity, trust, and 



 

183 
 

trustworthiness cannot help existing members to respond to the wills of the animals being exploited. 

To identify We-reasons to reform social norms or reinterpret joint commitments, combined moral 

reasoning and social reasoning is needed. This is where animal activists have much to learn from 

the British abolitionists. In what follows, I shall apply the four-step sequence of social norm change 

discussed in the British case to the animal case.  

 

Step One: Identifying Moral Reasons for Change. Animal scholars and activists have already done 

this over the past five decades. And as I have explained, people already have the moral reasons for 

change. Most people already know that factory farming is morally wrong. The urgent task is to 

undertake Step Two, i.e. translating moral reasons into We-reasonable claims, to which I now turn.  

 

Step Two: Translating Moral Reasons into We-Reasonable Claims. The use of We-reasonable 

claims is needed to satisfy the norm of parochiality under the Communitarian-Democratic Model 

of social reasoning. In order to appeal to social rationality, we must refer to the authority of the 

referent groups, which are the joint commitment of wills of the members and the social norms 

engendered. The British abolitionists were successful in part because they did not simply refer to 

the evils of slavery; they argued that it would be wrong for We-British to support it. Below I suggest 

some possible We-arguments for relevant groups to revise the social norms designating animals as 

food.   

 

One way is to follow the British abolitionists in arguing that the norms at issue are not really “Our” 

norms, but alien norms. Take the norm of masculinity, for example. Is it really men’s judgement 

that eating meat is manly? Is it really men’s judgement that vegans are feminine and weak? When 

we look at the origin of the social norm that links masculinity to meat, it may be the meat industry, 

whose rationale for making this link may have little concern for what it is to be a good man. In the 
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West, the meat industry often signals to men that eating grilled steaks is the proper way to celebrate 

Father’s Day through commercials. They make men believe that animals are the best or the only 

source of protein, that men need protein to be strong and fit, and that men should be strong and fit. 

But the meat industry is the representative of their own shareholders, not men as an identity group. 

The expectation to “eat like a man” is arguably not really men’s expectation but the industries’. If 

so, then it has no social authority over men.  

 

Another possible We-argument against meat eating is that they are not central to the deepest joint 

commitments of the relevant groups. Consider groups that practice norms of conviviality. To be 

sure, norms of conviviality are central to group life. But is eating animals central to norms of 

conviviality, too? Back in the days when meat was rare and exquisite, perhaps gifting it was a 

gesture of goodwill. But in modern societies, there is no reason why meat should retain that 

symbolic meaning. Arguably, a bottle of wine, a cup of tea, or other meatless delicacies can serve 

the expressive function equally well. Moreover, many societies now recognize that the failure to 

accommodate guests’ conscience is itself a violation of conviviality. It is rude to serve your Jewish 

friend pork or your Buddhist friend any meat. By analogy, it should be rude to serve your ethical 

vegetarian or vegan friend meat. Few people today complain that Buddhists and Jews violate the 

norm of conviviality when they practice their conscience. The differential treatment of ethical 

vegetarians and vegans seems to be a prejudice, rather than a concern of conviviality.   

 

We have seen how British abolitionists translated antislavery arguments into an argument about 

British honour. Animal activists can try this, too. Recall the example of how people in the West 

often shame Asian communities for eating dogs, shark fins, and bear paws. This is seen not just as 

morally wrong, but as dishonourable. But of course, one can turn the tables and argue that Western 

practices of factory farming are equally dishonourable. A We-argument to end animal exploitation 
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can be made to those who care about their national honour. A better instantiation of civility in 

today’s age is not just to pass blame on to the people who commit acts of animal cruelty, but to 

replace factory farming – an invention of the Industrial Revolution – with green technology (e.g. 

lab-grown meat), sustainable agricultural practices, and passing new laws that criminalize violence 

towards the vulnerable and destruction of the planet.  

 

Step Three: Inviting We-Reasoning. Once the content of We-claims is figured out, the We-claims 

must be addressed to the right audience (i.e. co-members) in the right way (i.e. in compliance with 

the norms of trustworthiness and solidarity). Here, again, an important lesson from the British 

abolitionists can be learned. Recall that the Quakers initially failed to inspire their fellow Britons 

to follow them in abstaining from the slave trade because they failed to show We-standing and 

trustworthiness. Unwilling and unable to show responsiveness to British social norms, they were 

seen as rebels rather than as trusted leaders of social change. In the eyes of many people, animal 

activists are seen as rebels as well.250 Animal activists are seen as outsiders who try to impose their 

own social practices onto others, threatening the disintegration of valued communities and 

identities. Their claims are not duly taken up and are oftentimes polarizing. If animal activists want 

to become effective norm-entrepreneurs, they should set aside their vegan or activist identity, and 

appeal to shared identity instead.251 Which shared identity to appeal to depends on the norm they 

seek to change. If they seek to change the norm of national honour, it is crucial to appeal to the 

shared national identity. Appealing to shared identity is necessary but insufficient. In addition to 

the demonstration of We-standing, trustworthiness further requires the demonstrated ability and 

willingness to respond to shared norms. Hence, it is important that animal activists conform to the 

                                                   
250 Benoît Monin, Pamela J. Sawyer, and Matthew J. Marquez, “The rejection of moral rebels: Resenting 
those who do the right thing,” Journal of Personality and Social Psychology 95, no. 1 (2008): 76–93. 
251 Another possibility is to retain the vegan or activist identity but explain to their fellows that the vegan or 
activist identity is not oppositional or antagonistic to the larger society. How cross-cutting identities are 
kept and negotiated is important to social reasoning but cannot be fully explored in this thesis.   
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shared norms of the relevant group. A case in point, made by Donaldson and Kymlicka, is that if 

animal activists wish to persuade the left as a group to change their joint commitment to human 

supremacism and embrace species equality, animal activists must demonstrate to fellow leftists that 

they embrace egalitarian norms which are central to the left.252 Animal rights protests that are seen 

to endorse racist and sexist norms would signal untrustworthiness and lack of solidarity to the left, 

and would not inspire uptake.  

 

Step Four: Reforming the Joint Commitment and Abandoning the Norm. To abandon a social norm 

or renew a joint commitment, the last step is for the majority of the relevant group to accept the 

new expectation to abandon the old practice and adopt the new guiding principle of action. To 

accept means to demonstrate mutual readiness to be bound by the expectation of the new principle. 

We have seen that in the British case, observed behavioural conformity through petitions and 

boycotts was compelling evidence of such mutual readiness. This is another important lesson for 

animal activists and scholars. There is an ongoing debate about whether changes should come from 

individuals or institutions. Once we understand that social norms are the sites of change, and that 

shared normative expectations are the guiding properties, then both institutions and individuals play 

a role. If no individual member changes their action, for example, they keep their omnivorous diet, 

this signals that they do not in fact expect their fellows to reject factory farming. Individual 

behavioural change is credible evidence for normative expectation. It is key to transmitting the new 

We-reason. Institutional action (e.g. the passing of laws) will have the same signaling effect, if it 

is an institution that embodies social authority. The English court’s judgment against slavery 

swayed British opinion because it was a trusted authority on British norms. Whether the 

government, the court, the Parliament, or other organizations have the same trusted authorities 

varies across societies. But why should we conform to these new expectations? Is there a social 

                                                   
252 Kymlicka and Donaldson, “Animal rights.”  
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obligation to be part of a norm cascade? Indeed, there is, on the Communitarian-Democratic Model. 

To be sure, we have no reason to defer to the industry’s expectations about what is good food or 

bad food, because the meat industry has never demonstrated to us the reason for such social 

judgements. To conform to pre-existing oppressive social norms is socially irrational. But if animal 

activists have offered us convincing We-reasons, demonstrated We-standing, and shown to be 

trustworthy, then we have reason to conform based on justified trust and solidarity.  

 

Before I end this section, let me address a possible objection. Rather than identifying We-reasons 

to treat animal Others in a more just fashion, would it not be simpler to instead think of animals as 

part of the relevant “We” – that is, as members of the relevant groups that generate We-reasons? A 

more just and radical solution is to reconceive animals, to see them not as outsiders who we should 

treat better, but as friends, co-citizens, co-workers, fellow brothers and sisters. Once recognized as 

such, social rationality would naturally dictate that we respond to their wills as members and shape 

social norms together. This is an important proposal made by Donaldson and Kymlicka in their 

more recent writing on the membership model of animal rights.253 They still believe that human 

supremacy is the primary obstacle to advancing moral progress for animals. But to unlearn human 

supremacy, and to learn of our full range of moral and political obligations towards animals (in 

addition to non-violence), we must not simply focus on changing speciesist moral judgements, but 

also speciesist social norms and the political institutions that embody them. And the only reliable 

and respectful way to do so is to include animals as equal members of political communities, and 

allow them to reshape those norms and institutions with us, insofar as animals are willing.  

 

                                                   
253 For their theoretical discussions of the membership model of animal rights, see Sue Donaldson and Will 
Kymlicka, Zoopolis: A Political Theory of Animal Rights (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2011). For 
their discussion on how the membership model of animal rights can advance moral progress for animals, 
see Sue Donaldson and Will Kymlicka, “Make it so: Envisioning a zoopolitical revolution,” in Philosophy 
and the Politics of Animal Liberation, ed. Paola Cavalieri (Basingstoke: Palgrave, 2016), 71–116. 
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Two responses. First, their proposal is entirely compatible with mine. Our differences may well be 

merely ones of sequence and priority. It is arguable that only when humans no longer perceive 

animals as food, they can start seeing them as social beings with whom we can develop meaningful 

social relations. So, the first step is to remove exploitative social norms and explore other 

meaningful social relations with positive obligations. Second, their proposal is more ambitious and 

involves conceptual and practical issues which are simply beyond the scope of my analysis. To see 

oneself as forming a “We”-group with others in the specific sense that I have described – namely 

the kind of We-group that generates normative social reasons – it is not enough to simply care about 

others. Rather, one must be able to see oneself as bound together by certain joint commitments. 

Whether an interspecies society can form a We-group in this sense is a complicated and under-

studied question. For example, can animals and humans share normative expectations in the right 

way? Can animals recognize the inherent normativity of the social norms, and not just conform to 

social norms? How can we tell? What does it mean for animals and humans to share a sense of 

social belonging and We-identity? What does it mean for animals to trust and be trustworthy across 

species? We have only a very limited literature on these questions, and as yet there is no 

consensus.254 Theorists who are interested in extending the Communitarian-Democratic Model of 

social reasoning to animals will have to figure out these complicated issues, drawing upon theories 

of animal mind, psychology, and sociology.   

 

5.3 Future Directions 

 

                                                   
254 For recent work on shared agency and animals, see Robert Wilson, “Collective intentionality in non-
human animals,” in The Routledge Handbook of Collective Intentionality, ed. Marija Jankovic and Kirk 
Ludwig (New York: Routledge, 2017), 420–32. For recent work on animals as norm-responsive, see: Sarah 
Vincent, Rebecca Ring, and Kristin Andrews, “Normative practices of other animals,” in The Routledge 
Handbook of Moral Epistemology, ed. Aaron Zimmerman, Karen Jones, and Mark Timmons (New York: 
Routledge, 2019), Chapter 3; Claudia Rudolf von Rohr, Judith M. Burkart, and Carol P. van Schaik, 
“Evolutionary precursors of social norms in chimpanzees: A new approach,” Biology and Philosophy 26, 
no. 1 (2011): 1–30. 
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This thesis has offered a new analysis of the role of moral reasoning and the role of social reasoning 

in moral progress, and how to improve them. The existing literature focuses on the former to the 

neglect of the latter. I have shown why this neglect is problematic, given that improving social 

norms, which govern the majority of social practices, often requires social reasoning or both social 

and moral reasoning. If my argument is correct, moral progress does not begin when reason ends, 

contrary to what Amy Allen suggests. “Reason” is still necessary for moral progress, although we 

now have a much better understanding of the kinds of reasoning out there, their constraints, and 

how to overcome them.  

 

The philosophical analysis of social reasoning as a form of practical reasoning that forms and 

reforms social norms is still in its infancy. The Communitarian-Democratic Model that I have 

developed here is only a start. Since human life largely consists of group life, and since group life 

is largely guided by social norms, it is vital for theorists of moral progress and group agency to 

continue exploring the role of social reasoning in improving social norms. I discuss below some 

possible directions for such exploration opened up by the Communitarian-Democratic Model.  

 

The first question concerns the feasibility of having joint commitment as the goal of social 

reasoning. As presented in this thesis, joint commitment is a rather demanding notion in the sense 

that it requires consensus, not simply convergence. It requires that members of a group share the 

same reason for commitment. It would not be sufficient if members have different reasons (self-

interested or moral) for signing on. But given the diversity of values in modern societies, do joint 

commitments as such exist? To put the question differently, even if a small group like a family, a 

clan, or a work team can connect themselves on the basis of joint commitment, can joint 

commitment scale up to groups such as a city, a social movement, and a nation-state? The 

seemingly intractable conflicts of joint commitments have led many theorists of democracy towards 
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more convergence-based accounts. How helpful is it to think of groups in terms of joint 

commitment? Should social connection through joint commitment be the normative ideal of 

groups? Wouldn’t a weaker idea of social cooperation or even coordination be more realistic, both 

as the ontological basis and as the normative ideal of groups?  

 

I believe that joint commitment is realistic if and insofar as solidarity is realistic. But before I 

explain why, a clarification of the ontological basis of joint commitment is in order. First, as 

explained, my account of joint commitment allows for individuals in their private capacity to 

believe in different values. It only demands that individuals qua members share the same value 

when they accept an organizing principle of action. I have shown that this sort of split to be rather 

pervasive in social life in which a member personally disagrees with a social norm yet holds herself 

and co-members accountable to the social norm when acting in her status as a member. This 

splitting of selves is indeed very common in groups of strong solidarity. Nineteenth-century Britain 

was diverse: there were Protestants, Catholics, middle class, working class, men, women, etc. Their 

joint commitment to an honourable Britain was made possible by solidarity in the form of 

nationalism. Contemporary Hong Kong is diverse in similar ways, with individuals and sub-groups 

of different classes, religious commitments, and value commitments. But that does not prevent 

Hong Kong as a group from uniting behind a democratic movement under the influence of 

solidarity. The question then becomes not whether joint commitment is realistic, but rather: Is 

solidarity realistic under the condition of diversity? I acknowledge that solidarity cannot be an 

achievement of social reasoning alone. Social reasoning is only one way in which solidarity can be 

constructed and maintained by understanding what We means and how We should act together. But 

the achievement of solidarity, and indeed strong solidarity, is also contingent on many more factors, 
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including the institutional and material dimensions255 and other emotional processes256 of group 

life. To further understand the feasibility of the Communitarian-Democratic Model, these non-

discursive dimensions of solidarity should be investigated.   

 
In part due to the reliance on solidarity, and in part due to other group-based sentiments and 

attitudes, another question arises for the Communitarian-Democratic Model: Is it not dangerous? 

While it is true that solidarity is integral to mediate intra-group conflicts and make joint 

commitment possible, is it not epistemically dangerous by driving out disagreement? There is 

social-scientific evidence for the tendency of groups to polarize under the influence of solidarity.257 

Operating like an echo chamber, solidarity groups crowd out dissent and radicalize group 

judgements. The attitudes of deference and trust which the Communitarian-Democratic Model 

makes use of are also epistemically risky. One may argue that many problematic, modern-day, 

group-epistemic phenomena – such as the uptake of fake news and the success of demagogic 

manipulation – are the result of trust and deference to our peers and group leaders. 258  The 

consequences of epistemic phenomena of group polarization, deception, and manipulation can even 

be morally dangerous. Do they not help define an artificially homogenous “We-the-people” against 

“others,” foster mistrust of minorities and immigrants, and mobilize a politics of fear and shame? 

How much can we bet on the norm of trustworthiness and the presence of norm-entrepreneurs to 

lead groups to a morally progressive direction? If we cannot, the Communitarian-Democratic 

Model seems to fuel populist discourse, making more xenophobic and racist norms.  

 

                                                   
255 Keith Banting and Will Kymlicka (eds.), The Strains of Commitment: The Political Sources of Solidarity 
in Diverse Societies (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2017).   
256 Bennett Helm, “Plural agents,” Noûs 42 (2008): 17–49. 
257 Sunstein, Going to Extremes. 
258 Gunn Enli and Linda Therese Rosenberg, “Trust in the age of social media: Populist politicians seem 
more authentic,” Social Media and Society 4, no. 1 (2018): 1–11. 
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These are all legitimate concerns about the Communitarian-Democratic Model. One would be 

easily tempted to respond to the dangers of social reasoning by suppressing it as much as we can. 

Rather than trying to be a good We-thinker, we should all try to be a good impartial thinker, 

following the norms of moral reasoning such as autonomy, inclusion, vigilance, and deliberation. 

Attractive as it may sound in theory, this strategy is neither realistic nor productive in practice. As 

growing social-scientific evidence shows, most of us, most of the time, are We-thinkers.259 To be 

oblivious to this fact is unrealistic. And to preclude people from thinking from their social identity 

is even counter-productive to the goal of toleration. The void in the public space will only be filled 

by intolerant and vengeful brands of populism.260 Therefore, I think that a more realistic and 

productive way of responding to the dangers of social reasoning is to keep improving the 

Communitarian-Democratic Model, to build in more and better safeguards against the inappropriate 

uses of group identity in the discourse of social norms.  

 

Theorists of group deliberation can examine the following possibilities for improvement. The 

dangers of mistrust can be addressed by improving the operation of trustworthiness and trust. For 

example, untrustworthiness can be counteracted by freedom of information exchange and speech, 

which can help develop wise trust.261 The dangers of solidarity can be addressed by building 

safeguards against its excesses. While solidarity in a homogenous group causes extreme 

polarization, solidarity is compatible with a certain degree of diversity.262 So, it would be helpful 

to test whether relatively diverse solidaristic groups still produce the same level of polarization. 

                                                   
259 Achen and Bartels, Democracy for Realists. 
260 Michael J. Sandel, “Populism, liberalism, and democracy,” Philosophy and Social Criticism 44, no. 4 
(2018): 353–59; Ronald Inglehart and Pippa Norris, “Trump, Brexit, and the rise of populism: Economic 
have-nots and cultural backlash,” Working Paper Series 026 (2016), Harvard Kennedy School. 
261 Allen Buchanan, “Political liberalism and social epistemology,” Philosophy & Public Affairs 32, no. 2 
(2004): 95–130. Agnes Tam, “A case for social epistemic trustworthiness,” in Social Trust, ed. Kevin 
Vallier and Michael Weber (London: Routledge, forthcoming). 
262 Will Kymlicka, “Defending diversity in an era of populism,” in Multiculturalism and Interculturalism: 
Debating the Dividing Lines, ed. Nasar Meer, Tariq Modood, and Ricard Zapata-Barrero (Edinburgh: 
Edinburgh University Press, 2016), 158–77. 
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And if it does not, it would be helpful to then ask how diversity can be introduced into a group 

without harming its integrity or unity. Would developing cross-cutting identities be helpful? How 

should individuals with cross-identity reason when joint commitments from different groups 

conflict?  

 

Another fruitful line of research is to explore the institutional conditions that facilitate the well-

functioning of the Communitarian-Democratic Model. My energies have been spent on exploring 

the relevant group sentiments and attitudes such as trust, trustworthiness, and solidarity. But as 

noted in the preceding discussion, institutions are important to both foster them and safeguard 

against their excesses and abuses. For example, the freedom of information exchange and speech 

that enable wise trust requires a free press. Social movements which mediate social reasoning 

obviously require thriving civil societies, which in turn require the institution of civil liberties. A 

responsive parliament may help delineate the joint will. Courts may help interpret social norms 

authoritatively, especially when members disagree about the interpretation. Practices of 

partisanship may help foster trustworthy norm-entrepreneurs, who are under institutional 

obligations to both respond to the social expectations of their group members as well as the 

universal moral demands of other groups at the legislative assembly. Their two-level reasoning will 

help them in effectively translating moral reasons into We-reasons.  

 

Evidently, the Communitarian-Democratic Model I have sketched here raises more epistemic, 

moral, and practical questions than I can answer in this thesis. My main goal here has been to 

explain that progress in humanity requires the improvement of group life, which in turn requires 

the improvement of the social norms that govern group life. For this purpose, it is not enough to 

focus exclusively on improving impartialist moral reasoning. Partial social reasoning is necessary 
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to (re)form social norms of group identity and social meanings of group life. The ambition is not 

to answer all these difficult epistemic, moral, practical questions, but rather to set them in motion.  
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