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Abstract

Different typologies of norms are present in the philosophical and psychological literature. Drawing on a comparison with the categorization of emotions, I argue that this diversity must be explained by the fact that we experience norms in the form of psychological episodes that can be characterized along several dimensions. Typologies of norms are generally centered on one of these dimensions and face important difficulties when they attempt to include others. Although typologies of norms shed some light on the causal structure of normative episodes, I argue that they provide no consistent link between their multiple dimensions.
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1. Introduction

Should the concept of norms in moral and social philosophy refer to one phenomenon or many? For many philosophers, the answer is straightforward. Types of norms can and should be consistently distinguished. This is particularly the case for “moral norms” that are often taken to differ from other types of norms, such as “social norms” or “conventions.” But how exactly are types of norms to be told apart from one another? If many authors are committed to typologies of norms, there is little agreement regarding the criteria upon which they should be based.


What makes a type of norms different from another? What justifies, for instance, putting the norm against killing in a different category than table manners, codes of honor, or sexual taboos? Is it the circumstances in which it is elicited? Is its content, the emotion that it induces, or rather the way in which people assesses its validity?

This article starts from the idea that there is considerable diversity among advocates of typologies of norms about the criteria upon which they should be based. I do not pretend to offer an exhaustive review of the typologies that exist in the literature, but discuss six cases that should give a general idea of the existing diversity:

1) Cristina Bicchieri’s (2006, 2008) distinction between moral and social norms;

2) Jon Elster’s (2007, 2009) distinction between social, moral, and quasi-moral norms;

3) Shweder and colleagues’ (1997) distinction between the ethics of community, autonomy, and divinity;

4) Lawrence Kohlberg’s (1981) distinction between conventional and postconventional morality;

5) Elliot Turiel’s (1983) distinction between the moral and conventional domains;

6) Shaun Nichols’ (2002, 2004) distinction between affect-backed norms and other norms.
The article begins with the suggestion that we may better understand the problems related to the categorization of norms if we draw a comparison with the literature on the categorization of emotions (section 2). Various attempts to categorize emotions, I shall argue, have led psychologists and philosophers over the years to increasingly regard emotions as processes or episodes that can be characterize along different dimensions. In other words, there has been a change of focus from the study of “emotions” to that of “multidimensional emotional episodes.” Students of norms, I suggest, should find inspiration in this. The current focus on norms could be advantageously replaced by a focus on “normative episodes,” likely to be characterized along dimensions similar to those used to characterize emotions: elicitors, content, physiological expression, action tendency, and validity.


I then turn to my six cases of typologies of norms. I aim at showing that each of these typologies is based on one dimension of normative episodes, although attempts are often made to extend it to other dimensions (section 3). Typologies of norms, however, generally run into trouble as soon as they span multiple dimensions. Relatively well-defined phenomena in one dimension are then often connected in unprincipled ways with phenomena in other dimensions (section 4). This, I argue, is the single most persistent challenge facing advocates of typologies of norms.


I conclude by drawing general conclusions about the relevance of typologies for the study of norms (section 5). On the one hand, I raise important doubts about the possibility of defending typologies that span multiple dimensions. On the other hand, I recommend cautiousness before to embrace a general framework for the psychology of norms, such as the one proposed by Sripada and Stich (2006) and Kelly and Stich (2007). Although advocates of normative typologies generally fail to provide convincing arguments to connect the multiple dimensions of normative episodes, I argue that they might still identify causally relevant connections between phenomena in distinct dimensions.
2. Categorizing emotions and categorizing norms

By contrast to the categorization of norms, the categorization of emotions has been the subject of intensive and systematic research in both philosophy and psychology. Over the last three decades, it has become increasingly clear that emotions were complex phenomena that could be distinguished from one another along several dimensions. Although different characterizations have currency in the literature (see Frijda 1985; de Sousa 1987; Lazurus 1991; Elster 1999; Robinson 2005; Scherer 2005), most contemporary theories consider emotions as processes or episodes that can be characterized by their:

· Elicitor: The conditions or the circumstances in which the emotional process is triggered;

· Intentional object: What the emotion is about;

· Physiological expression: The bodily changes with which the emotion is typically associated;

· Action tendency: The kind of motivation, goal, or desire that the emotion induces in the agent;

· Validity or correctness: The fact that the emotion is about (or is elicited by) the object or context that it should be about (or elicited by).

The emotion of fear, for instance, can be triggered by the view of a snake (elicitor) and focus one’s attention on it (intentional object). It can cause sweating, the tightening of one’s muscles, a typical facial expression (physiological expression), and induce a desire to fight or flight (action tendency). Generally, we consider the experience of fear to be appropriate if the object that triggered it is really threatening (validity).


These dimensions are not all there is to emotions. One could further distinguish, for instance, the valence and the intensity of an emotional experience. One could also argue that an emotional episode can occur without all these dimensions to be represented. This is particularly the case with more complex emotions. Do melancholia or Schadenfreude have distinct eliciting conditions, physiological expressions, and action-tendencies? Those are important qualms for any theory of emotions but answering them is unnecessary for my point here.


My point is that emotions can be distinguished from one another along several dimensions. For instance, it is possible to regroup emotions with the same valence. In this case, joy, pride, and gratitude will be on the side of “positive emotions,” while sadness, shame, and resentment on the side of “negative emotions.” It is also possible, as Ekman (1972) famously did, to regroup under one category “basic emotions” with universally recognizable physiological—and especially facial—expression (fear, joy, anger, etc.) and to distinguish them from “secondary emotions.” Likewise, one can distinguish types of emotions on the basis of their “intentional object,” as when the concept of “self-conscious emotions” is used to refer to guilt, shame, pride, embarrassment, or other emotions that are about what one is or did (Tracy et al. 2007).


The first important point here is that fully understanding an emotional episode implies characterizing its different dimensions. The second important point is that emotions that fall in the same category when one dimension is considered may fall in different categories when one turns its attention to another dimension. Both points, I will argue, can also help understanding the difficulty with categorizing norms.


Norms are often considered to be more or less stable social facts based on widely shared expectations within a population (see Searle 1995). There is nothing intrinsically wrong in considering norms as such, especially for social scientists interested in understanding their role in producing large-scale social outcomes. But I suggest that moral philosophers and psychologists would gain from looking at norms just as they look at emotions, that is, as psychological episodes or processes that occur within an organism in the context of its interaction with its environment. From the view that I will defend, normative episodes, just as emotional episodes, must be characterized along different dimensions. Moreover, the existence of these different dimensions explains the presence of competing typologies of norms, which often have little in common.


But what are the dimensions along which normative episodes should be characterized? My proposal is that these dimensions are altogether quite similar to those that are typically discussed in the literature on emotions. This close parallel should not be surprising. Both normative and emotional episodes refer to a process that an organism undergoes in response to an event in its environment and that changes its disposition to act on this environment. I will thus suggest that normative episodes have:

· Elicitors: As emotional episodes, normative episodes are generally triggered by an event, generally the transgression of a norm. Contextual cues and expectations typically play a determining role in the elicitation.

· Content: Just as emotional episodes, normative episodes are about something. In Bicchieri’s (2008: 231) words, they involve “scripts” that “describe stylized, stereotyped sequences of actions and define actors and roles.”
· Physiological expression: Although it may sound odd to say that norms have bodily or facial expressions, normative episodes are often accompanied by emotional episodes (e.g. anger, pride, shame) that may have such expressions.
· Action tendency: Here again, norms may not have action tendencies, but the emotional component of normative episodes may include an action tendency. A key difference with emotions is that normative episodes may involve different emotions (and action-tendencies) depending on whether one is the transgressor of a norm or the observer of a transgression.
· Validity or correctness: Just as emotional episodes, normative episodes are valid or correct only if they involve the right kind of scripts or if there are elicited by the right circumstances.
I suggest that these dimensions can be used to characterize particular normative episodes, just as they are used to characterize emotional episodes. Consider, for instance, the norm that says that one should not steal. The norm will come to my mind if I observe someone seize someone else’s property (elicitors). This event will focus my attention on the general script that proscribes seizing others’ property (intentional object). I may then experience a reaction of indignation or anger, with its typical facial and bodily expression (physiological expression), that may induce a desire to punish the norm violator (action tendency). Finally, I may appraise this normative episode as appropriate or valid if I consider that stealing is indeed wrong in this situation or that there is some independent reason to consider that stealing is wrong in general (validity or correctness).


As for emotional episodes, one can dispute that all normative episodes have distinct elicitors, physiological expressions, and action tendencies. It is likely that, in the flow of real-life, the different dimensions combine in infinity of manners to produce concrete normative episodes. The important point here is that, as in the case of emotions, one can propose different typologies of norms depending on what dimension one considers.

3. Typologies of norms

In this section I explain how some influential typologies in the literature on norms relate to the multiple dimensions of normative episodes. Some of these typologies span two or, at a maximum, three dimensions, and none attempt to cover all the dimensions discussed above. This desire to span multiple dimensions, I will argue below, is really what brings typologies of norms into trouble.

Types of eliciting conditions

Two typologies, proposed independently from one another, focus on the circumstances in which norms are elicited. Cristina Bicchieri (2008: 231) defines norms as “scripts” that “describe stylized, stereotyped sequences of actions and define actors and roles.” These scripts are activated by more or less subtle contextual cues. The central distinction proposed by Bicchieri is between social norms and moral norms. The defining feature of social norms is that people have a conditional preference to comply with them, while people have an unconditional preference to comply with moral norms. Bicchieri’s typology span three dimensions and actually includes reference to types of content and action tendencies. Nevertheless, it is a distinction between types of elicitors that is at the basis of her typology.

According to Bicchieri (2006: 11), preferences for compliance with social norms are conditional on the satisfaction of two types of expectations: empirical and normative. Empirical expectations are satisfied when I believe that others will comply with the norm. Normative expectations are satisfied when I believe that others expect me to comply with the norm. By contrast, preferences for moral norms are said to exist whatever I believe others will do or expect me to do. Bicchieri thus does not define moral norms on the basis of their content or of the way in which we assess their validity (by contrast to authors in the tradition initiated by Turiel). Her focus is on whether the elicitation of the normative episode depends or not on others’ compliance or expectations about one’s compliance. 


Elster’s (2007, 2009) typology presents interesting similarities with Bicchieri’s, although he distinguishes three (rather than two) types of norms—moral, social, and quasi-moral—and proposes more explicit connections with action tendencies. Elster defines moral norms in a way, which is quite similar to Bicchieri: moral norms are elicited independently of my expectations about what others think and do. Social and quasi-moral norms, by contrast, are elicited conditionally. Social norms are elicited only if one is being observed, while quasi-moral norms only if one observes others comply. These two conditions are quite similar to the two conditions proposed by Bicchieri (2006: 11) for a social norm to exist, that is, the satisfaction of normative expectations (when others expect one to comply) and empirical expectations (when one expects others to comply).

Although Elster’s typology, as Bicchieri’s, is primarily based on types of elicitors, it also spans other dimensions. Moral, social, and quasi-moral norms are related to types of content and types of action tendency.

Types of content

In Bicchieri’s view, most norms are social in the sense that our preference to comply with them depend on the satisfaction of our empirical and normative expectations. Norms of reciprocity, honesty, and fairness, for instance, should be considered as social in the sense that “most individuals are sensitive to what others do or expect them to do in this respect.” (Bicchieri 2008: 233-234) Even norms against killing do not unambiguously qualify as moral norms in Bicchieri’s (2008: 234) view:

“The prohibition to kill is the example of choice of a moral norm that does not tolerate conditional acceptance. Norms against killing are certainly well entrenched, and supported by profound feelings of disgust and guilt: for most people the act of taking a life is almost unthinkable. However, the same people who have such strong feelings may condone killing in military actions, support the death penalty and euthanasia. Of course reasons can be brought about to distinguish mercy killing or defense killing from mere killing, but it seems to be the case that it is the circumstances of killing that make the difference, not killing per se.”
As Bicchieri, Elster proposes no strict criteria to distinguish the content of moral, social, and quasi-moral norms, but he does offer some examples of each type of norms. Moral norms, with which we comply independently of context, include “the norm to help others in distress, the norm of equal sharing, and the norm of ‘everyday Kantianism’ (do what would be best if everyone did the same).” (Elster 2007: 104) Social norms, which are triggered when one is being observed, include norms of revenge and rules of etiquette (Elster 2007: 361-365). Quasi-moral norms, finally, include norms of fairness and cooperation in which our compliance is conditional on others’ compliance (Elster 2009: 196).


 Bicchieri and Elster’s typologies are primarily based on the elicitors and only indirectly include types of content. But there is another typology, proposed by Shweder and colleagues (1997), which is directly based on types of content. According to these authors, morality clusters into three broad “ethics” or, in our terms, three types of norms. The ethics of community includes prescriptions about one’s role and position within a social group. One can think of norms that say how a good mother or a good father should behave. The ethics of autonomy refers to norms dealing with rights, fairness, and justice, and includes norms against killing, hurting, stealing, or abusing others. Finally, the ethics of divinity contains norms related to spiritual purity or the sacred. It also includes, in the view of Shweder and colleagues (1997), religious, food, or sexual taboos. 

Physiological expression

Shweder and colleagues’ (1997) typology is centered on the content of norms but, as Bicchieri’s and Elster’s, it has been extended to other dimensions of normative episodes. The most interesting for our discussion is Rozin and colleagues’ (1999) proposal to link types of normative violations to particular emotions and, more particularly, facial expressions. From their view, the three moral codes of community, autonomy, and divinity must be matched to the three moral emotions of contempt, anger, and disgust. They call this the CAD triad hypothesis, in reference to the first letter of each pair of moral emotion and moral code.

To support the hypothesis, they ran an experiment in which they asked American and Japanese students to match moral violations in different domains to three emotion words—contempt, anger, and disgust—and to the facial expressions associated with these emotions. Their list of community violations included, for instance, the story of a person that “is hearing an 8-year-old student speak to his/her teacher in the same way that he/she talks to her friends;” their list of autonomy violations included that of a person that “is hearing about a man who comes home drunk and beats his wife;” and their list of divinity violations that of a person that “is touching a corpse.” (Rozin et al. 1999: 578)
They find that both American and Japanese subjects preferentially associate community violations with contempt, autonomy violations with anger, and divinity violations with disgust. It is noteworthy, however, that the correlations are far from perfect and that they observe important variations depending on culture (American or Japanese), types of transgressions (community, autonomy, divinity), and whether the violation is matched with an emotion word or a facial expression.

It may be worth emphasizing that Rozin et al. (1999) do not build a new typology on the basis of different types of physiological expressions, but rather attempt to extend to the physiological expression of emotions a typology primarily based on types of normative content. 

Types of action tendency

There are two ways in which the action tendencies of emotions can enter typologies of norms. The first focuses on the reaction of the person that complies (or fails to comply) with the norm. The second focuses on the reaction of the person that observes a person comply (or fail to comply). Bicchieri (2006, 2008) and, especially, Elster (2007, 2009) have extended their typology to the reaction of the person that fails to comply with the norm. By contrast, Rozin et al. (1999), and more recently Prinz (2007), have extended Shweder et al. (1997) model to the reaction of the person that observes the violation of a norm. Let’s consider both in turn.


Bicchieri (2006, 2008) argues that preferences for compliance with social norms are conditional on the satisfaction of one’s normative and empirical expectations, but she is quite elusive about the psychological mechanism that links expectations to preferences. By contrast, she suggests that our unconditional preferences for moral norms are rooted in strong feelings of disgust and repugnance (2006: 21, 2008: 234). The connection between types of norms and action tendencies is more precise in Elster (2007, 2009). He connects both social and moral norms to particular emotions—shame and guilt, respectively—which he associates in turn with particular action tendencies. Thus, the violation of a social norm causes the experience of shame and induces a desire to hide or run, conditional on the fact that one is being observed. By contrast, the violation of a moral norm causes the experience of guilt and induces a desire to undo the harm done, independently of the fact that the one is being observed.


Interestingly, Elster (2009) extends his typology to the emotion and action tendency experienced by the person that observes the violation of a norm. Hence, he does not only associate social norms with shame in the offender, but also with contempt—and a tendency to avoid the offender—in the person that observes the violation. Moral norms, by contrast, elicit not only guilt in the offender, but also indignation—and a tendency to punish—in the observer. As Elster’s typology is primarily based on the context of elicitation—whether one is being observed or one observes others comply—it is not clear what determines the emotional reaction of the observer. The most obvious answer is that the reaction of the observer is determined by the content of the norm and Elster (2007: 104, 361-365; 2009) does suggest that social, moral, and quasi-moral norms differ by their content. Unfortunately, he only mentions canonical examples of each type of norms and proposes no principled approach to distinguish types of normative content.


The connection between types of norms and observers’ action tendency is more obvious in typologies that are primarily based on the content of norms, such as the model proposed by Shweder et al. (1997). If Rozin and colleagues’ (1999) CAD triad hypothesis is right, it is not hard to imagine how the violation of norms with different content could induce different action tendencies in the observer. Community violations would elicit contempt and induce a desire to avoid or ostracize the violator, autonomy violations would elicit anger and a desire to punish her, and divinity violations would trigger disgust and, here again, a desire to avoid the morally disgusting person.


A related attempt to link the content of norms with emotions and their action tendencies can be found in Prinz (2007). Prinz (2007: 73) endorses the CAD triad hypothesis, but with a few qualifications. One of them is that he thinks that the “ethics of divinity” could be more advantageously termed the “ethics of the natural order,” because it includes prescriptions that do not explicitly concern religion or spirituality (i.e. sexual and food taboos), but rather the way things should naturally be. Prinz (2007: 69) also suggests to include a new category in the typology because, he claims, different emotions (and action tendencies) are elicited in an observer depending on whether a normative transgression concerns rights or more abstract thoughts about fairness and proportion. Violations of rights, in Prinz’ view, trigger a strong desire to punish that he associates with the emotion of righteous anger, while violations of fairness norms trigger the milder punitive tendency of indignation.


In sum, emotions and their action-tendencies often play a role in typologies of norms. Yet, this role can be very different from one typology to another, depending on whether the focus is on the transgressor or on the observer of the transgression, and whether the triggering of the emotions is linked to types of normative content (e.g. Rozin et al. 1999, Prinz 2007) or types of eliciting contexts (Elster 2007, 2009).
Types of validity


We have not yet discussed what is probably the most common way of distinguishing types of norms: validity and correctness. Moral philosophers and moral psychologists are not only interested in finding out what norms people comply with and how they react to norm violations. They want to know how people assess and, often in the case of philosophers, should assess the validity of norms. As for emotions, people constantly produce judgments to decide if a particular normative episode is correct or not within a given context. The domain of “morality” is then understood as including, for instance, norms whose validity persists across different contexts or norms that can be justified according to the appropriate procedure or the right types of reasons.


Lawrence Kohlberg (1981), for instance, distinguishes his different stages of moral development on the basis of the types of reasons given by children to justify their answers to “Heinz dilemma”. Should Heinz steal the drug that would save the life of his wife? Is it okay to violate the rule that proscribes stealing under such circumstances? Children move from conventional reasoning (stages 3 and 4) to postconventional reasoning only when they can justify their decision on the basis of contractualist principles (stage 5) or universal ethical principles (stage 6). Kohlberg’s framework does not distinguish between types of norms properly speaking, but between types of justificatory procedures. That being is said, it is clear that some norms are more likely than others to be justified by universal ethical principles because of their content. It is then possible to distinguish a domain of moral prescriptions—that have been, or can be, justified by such principles—from a domain of mere conventional prescriptions.


A related approach can be found in the research tradition initiated by Elliot Turiel and his associates on the “moral/conventional distinction.” By contrast to Kohlberg, Turiel (1983) was not primarily interested in the justification of answers to moral dilemmas, but rather in assessing how children’s judged the validity of norms to be dependent on context. Typically, Turiel and his collaborators asked children questions such as “is it okay to eat with one’s hands?” If not, would it be okay if the teacher said that it is okay? Or, would it be okay in a country where everyone thinks that it is okay? Another typical question was “is it okay to hurt another children?” If not, would it be okay if the teacher said that it is okay? And would be okay in a country where everyone thinks that it is okay? Turiel and his collaborators found that hurting another children was much more likely to be deemed wrong independently of authority and across time and place. They took their results as evidence that some proscriptions were properly “moral” while others were merely “conventional.”


Turiel’s distinction between the moral and conventional domains is primarily based on judgments about the validity of norms. But Turiel and associates also proposed to extend the distinction to another dimension of normative episodes, namely, to the content of norms. From their view, moral prescriptions are first and foremost proscriptions against harming people. Rules against harming people are thus valid across time and place, and independently of authority, because of their content. By contrast, eating with one’s hands is only conventionally wrong and could become okay at another time and place, or depending on authority’s decision, because it does not involve harm.

Turiel and associates’ work on the moral/conventional distinction has generated a large literature that aimed at assessing the robustness of the distinction across different pools of subjects, as well as at explaining why certain norms presented the typical “moral signature” of authority independence and generality in scope. A particularly interesting line of argument for our discussion has been pursued by Nichols (2002, 2004). It involves explaining the presence of the moral signature by the fact that some transgressions elicit strong emotions. Nichols (2002, 2004) argument is mainly based on the evidence that the moral signature is not only elicited by norms that do not involve harm, but also by scripts that are likely to induce disgust. For instance, American children do consider that some disgust-inducing transgressions—for instance, spitting into one’s cup during a dinner—are wrong independently of authority and context.


Nichols (2002, 2004) proposes to consider the presence of the moral signature not as evidence of a strong distinction between “moral” and “conventional” domains, but as a consequence that some norms are backed by strong affects—disgust or, in the case of harm-related norms, sympathy to others’ distress—while others are not. Hence, Turiel’s distinction, centered on the way in which people assess the validity of norms, should be replaced by a distinction between affect-backed norms and other norms. In other words, Nichols proposes to distinguish types of norms on the basis of the emotion—as well as its physiological expression and action tendency—elicited by a normative script.

4. When typologies run into problems

The previous section has shown that typologies of norms are centered on specific dimensions of normative episodes, although most authors attempt to extend their typology to other dimensions. Table 1 summarizes how the typologies that we have examined relate to the multiple dimensions of normative episodes. It shows that typologies are based on three dimensions, namely, the elicitors of normative episodes (Bicchieri 2006, 2008; Elster 2007, 2009), the content of the normative scripts (Shweder et al. 1997; Nichols 2002, 2004), and the way in which normative validity is assessed (Kohlberg 1981; Turiel 1983). It also shows that many authors are interested in extending typologies to other dimensions and, especially, to the physiological expressions or action tendencies of the emotions that accompany the normative episodes. 

Table 1. Typologies of norms and dimensions of normative episodes (typologies are centered on the dimension in bold)

	
	Bicchieri (2006, 2008)
	Elster (2007, 2009)
	Shweder et al. (1997)
	Kohlberg (1981)
	Turiel (1983)
	Nichols (2002, 2004)

	Types of norms
	Moral and social
	Moral, social, and quasi-moral
	Community, autonomy, and divinity
	Conventional and postconventional
	Moral and conventional
	Affect-backed or not

	Elicitors
	Satisfied normative and empirical expectations
	Being observed or observing others comply
	
	
	
	

	Content
	
	
	A person’s role in society, rights and fairness, and spiritual purity
	
	Harm-related scripts
	Affect-inducing scripts

	Physiological expression
	Strong repugnance (in the case of moral norms)
	
	Facial expression of Contempt, anger, and disgust (Rozin et al. 1999)
	
	
	Expression of disgust or empathy

	Action tendency in agent
	Comply
	Hide (shame) or undo harm (guilt)
	
	
	
	

	Action tendency in observer
	Anger
	Avoid (contempt) or punish (indignation)
	
	
	
	Avoid (disgust) or help (distress)

	Validity
	
	
	
	Justified by contractualist or universal ethical principles
	Authority independence and generality in scope
	Authority independence and generality in scope


In the previous section, I introduced typologies of norms uncritically as their authors present them. Here, I want to suggest that such typologies generally run into trouble when they are extended to new dimensions. In other words, types of norms are relatively easy to establish when one focuses on one dimension, but they get blurred as soon as other dimensions are considered. 

Moral, social, and quasi-moral norms 

Both Bicchieri (2006, 2008) and Elster (2007, 2009) emphasize the importance of what others do and what others expect us to do in the elicitation of types of normative episodes. There is no intrinsic problem in building a typology of norms on this dimension. There is nothing wrong, for instance, in qualifying as “moral” those normative episodes that are triggered independently of what one thinks others will do or others expect one to do. Problems arise when Bicchieri and Elster extend this distinction to other dimensions and especially to the physiological expression or action tendencies of emotions elicited by the normative episodes.


In the case of Bicchieri, for instance, we can argue that there is no indication that the impact of normative and empirical expectations is limited to one type of norm and does not extend to all norms, a possibility that she mentions (Bicchieri 2008: 234). Similarly, there is no reason to think that the feelings of repugnance, disgust, and guilt—that she associates with moral norms—do not extend, at least for a significant number of people, to most of the normative episodes that she qualifies as “social” (a point that she does not suggest). If the satisfaction of normative and empirical expectations can elicit all kinds of normative scripts, and if all kind of scripts can elicit aversive reactions, then there is no principled way to extend the distinction between social and moral norms beyond the eliciting conditions of normative episodes.


Elster’s distinction between moral, social, and quasi-moral norms runs into similar trouble. Elster argues that some normative episodes are triggered by the fact that one is being observed and others by the fact that one observes others comply. This distinction raises no particular problem. But then Elster does not explain why being observed should elicit shame instead of guilt. Elster seems committed to this idea, but there are reasons to believe that both shame and guilt can be triggered whether one is being observed or not (Tangney et al. 2007; Teroni and Deonna 2009). Elster does not explain, moreover, why observing other comply should be particularly important in the case of quasi-moral norms of fairness and cooperation, and not in the case of social norms of etiquette or moral norms of helping others in distress. Finally, he does not explain why some transgressions should elicit contempt in observers while others should elicit indignation.


Bicchieri’s (2008: 234) strategy to deal with these problems is to suggest that normative and empirical expectations may be important for all types of norms and that, in the end, all norms may be social. But this is just as suggesting that it is never the case that a sufficient number of people in a population comply with a norm independently of the satisfaction of their normative and empirical expectations, which is a controversial claim that would be hard to defend.

Elster (2009: 198), for his part, deals with these problems by stressing that distinctions between types of norms are clear “analytically” but may be difficult to apply to particular cases. Nevertheless, he contends, clear-cut cases of each type of norms can be identified. This line of argument, however, is unlikely to settle the issue. It is clear that most of us can recall clear-cut normative episodes in which the transgression of a rule of etiquette triggered contempt in observers, which in turn elicited shame and a desire to hide in the transgressor. But what if I can recall having transgressed a rule of etiquette and having experience guilt instead of shame? For Elster’s typology to span multiple dimensions, it would have to show that there is a causal link between being observed and experiencing shame as a consequence of observers’ contempt, not only to show that there are cases in which both co-occur.
Community, autonomy, and divinity norms

Shweder and colleagues’ (1997) distinction between community, autonomy, and divinity norms is based on the way in which their content is encoded in scripts. This, here again, poses no intrinsic problem. Difficulties arise when one attempts, as Rozin et al. (1999), to relate types of content to particular emotional reactions. The difficulties are twofold.

The first is that doubts can subsist regarding the way in which emotional responses are measured. Rozin et al. (1999) use both emotion word and facial expression to associate emotions with norm transgression. The use of emotion words raises the well-known problem that there is often no consensus among the folk about the emotional experience to which emotion words are supposed to refer to. The use of facial expressions is often more reliable than emotion word—especially for basic emotions such as anger and disgust—but the existence of a facial expression typical of contempt is still contentious (Ekman and Friesen 1986; Russell 1991).

The second problem is that the causal link between the content of the norm and the elicitation of particular emotions is often difficult to establish. Rozin et al. (1999) do find a significant correlation between emotions and types of normative contents, but it is far from perfect and a significant number of students associate transgression with the two other emotions. Moreover, divinity transgressions present a relatively high correlation with disgust, but this is easily explained by the fact that all the situations presented by Rozin et al. (1999) include a reference to food or bodily fluids—eating a rotten piece of meat, touching a corpse, or a 70-year-old male who has sex with a 17-year-old female—that is likely to elicit core disgust. It is not clear that the correlation would hold across all cases that involve divinity related transgressions or, in Prinz’ (2007: 73) alternative naming, transgressions of the natural order.

Another potential confounder, mentioned by Rozin et al. (1999: 583), comes from the fact that autonomy transgressions in their sample are deemed much more serious than community transgressions. Hence, the preferential association between autonomy transgressions and anger might in fact be an association between serious violations and anger. This is not necessarily the case, but if we add this potential confounder to the fact that the facial expression of contempt is difficult to recognize and that a significant number of subjects associate community and autonomy transgressions to the wrong expression, the extension of the CAD model to the dimension of physiological expressions appears increasingly controversial.

Moral and conventional norms

Both Turiel (1983) and Nichols (2002, 2004) attempt to link the content of norms with judgments about their validity. Both proposals, however, face important difficulties. As for the other typologies, I suggest, the difficulties appear because they attempt to include several dimensions of normative episodes. 

The methodology advanced by Turiel and his associates makes it possible to distinguish two types of validity judgments about norms, and there is nothing intrinsically wrong in describing one as “moral” and the other as “conventional.” But, as mentioned above, the connection with harm-related scripts is put into trouble by the fact that disgust-inducing scripts also elicit the moral signature in many subjects. An alternative is to follow Nichols’ (2002, 2004) suggestion and to adopt a distinction between affect-backed norms and other norms. Here again, there is nothing wrong in distinguishing norms on the basis of the emotion that comes with their elicitation, but it is not clear that this new typology explains the dimension of validity in which Turiel was so interested.

One possible answer to Nichols’ (2002, 2004) is that the disgust-inducing transgressions—on which he bases his affect-backed theory—are also harm-related transgressions in some sense. Consider Nichols’ example of the guest that spit in his cup during a dinner. Royzman et al. (2009: 167) show that many subjects consider that this behavior makes other guests worse off. These subjects also tend to judge that this transgression is independent of authority and general in scope. This new interpretation of Nichols’ data would support a version of Turiel’s (1983) initial theory. Nichols’ disgust-inducing transgressions would simply be harm-related transgressions of another brand.


The harm-related approach, however, raises a new problem. Kelly et al. (2007) show that many harm-related transgressions do not manifest the moral signature identified by Turiel. For instance, 50% of their subjects consider that it was okay for a captain to whip a drunken sailor 300 years ago, although 90% maintained that it is not okay today. Similarly 44% judged that it would be okay for a teacher today to spank children if it was authorized, but only 5% if it is not authorized. The fact that the validity of many harm-related norms is not independent of authority and general in scope, they suggest, undermines both Nichols’ and Turiel’s content account of the moral/conventional distinction.


The most convenient way out of such difficulties may be to abandon the hypothesis of a simple mapping between types of normative content and types of validity judgment. Such a view, suggested by Nichols and Mallon (2006: 540), would recognize that complex validity judgments involve jointly rule-based reasoning, emotional processes, and assessments of costs and benefits.

5. Discussion

Typologies of norms often capture interesting and relevant features of normative episodes. The discussion presented in the previous section shows, however, that these typologies generally run into trouble when they attempt to span multiple dimensions. I emphasize that nothing that I have said implies that there is no connections whatsoever between the different dimensions of normative episodes. For instance, I still consider it likely that the context in which a norm is elicited—or the content of the norm—biases the emotional reaction that accompanies the normative episode, although the links proposed by Elster (2007, 2009) or Rozin et al. (1999) are probably to strong. It is also likely that the content of the norm, or the emotional reaction that it elicits, has a causal impact on the way in which we assess its validity, although the connection might not be as straightforward as suggested by Turiel (1983) and Nichols (2002, 2004). At any rate, it is a matter of empirical investigation that cannot be settled by conceptual analysis alone.


Although it is all but clear that typologies of norms can successfully span multiple dimensions, they may still shed considerable light on the nature of normative episodes. For it to be the case, however, we need to stop looking at norms as social facts that exist in a population (which can still be relevant from another perspective) and turn to the complex cognitive machinery that underlies normative episodes. If we are to understand how norms are realized in individual minds, we have to think of them as processes that occur in the context of one’s interaction with its environment.

This processual view on norms is not entirely original. In fact, it probably motivates many of the attempts to provide typologies of norms that span more than one dimension. Elster (2007, 2009), for instance, clearly describes norms as a three stages process that includes a context of elicitation, an emotional reaction, and an action tendency. Similarly, Nichols (2002, 2004) presents a multistage process in which norm transgressions are first recognized, emotions elicited, and only then validity assessed.

Sripada and Stich (2006) have probably developed one of the most sophisticated processual view on norms. They consider a process that goes from norm acquisition to validity judgments, and includes a capacity to memorize rules, to reason on the basis of rules, as well as an emotional/motivational mechanism that ensure the execution of norms (figure 1). The dimensions of normative episodes presented above (figure 2) share many interesting features with their framework. The main difference is that my framework is not focused on the acquisition of norms, but on the elicitation of particular normative episodes. It would be obviously possible to merge both frameworks in order to include both the mechanism of norm acquisition and that of norm elicitation.

Figure 1. Sketch of the mechanism underlying the acquisition and the implementation of norms (adapted from Sripada and Stich 2006: 295)
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Figure 2. The dimensions of normative episodes
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Kelly and Stich (2007) contend that a general framework—like the one proposed by Sripada and Stich’s (2006)—better represent the cognitive architecture underlying morality than typologies in Turiel’s tradition that sees a strong distinction between moral and conventional domains. I have been highly critical of attempts to draw consistent distinctions between types of norms and I am sympathetic to Sripada and Stich’s (2006) proposal. Among others, I think that it is entirely unlikely that we will ever find typologies of norms that will span all the dimensions of normative episodes.
Nevertheless, I want to conclude with a note of caution for those that are tempted to embrace wholeheartedly a general framework for the psychology of norms. In my view, typologies of norms correctly distinguish between robust phenomena for each stage or dimension of normative episodes. At the end of the day, it is highly plausible that the causal structure of normative episodes will turn out to be way more complex than suggested by figure 1 and 2. Each box of these graphs may gain from being replaced by many, in order to represent potentially relevant causal links between phenomena in each dimension. Figure 3, where dashed arrows stand for potential causal links, represents the relationships between the dimensions of normative episodes suggested by different typologies of norms.

Figure 3. Potential causal links between phenomena in the different dimensions of normative episodes
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Further research might reveal that some of these links are definitely dubious. The previous section has shown that typologies spanning two dimensions or more generally run into great difficulties, suggesting that the links between the dimensions are messy and subject to interference. Community norms may turn out to be not so closely connected to contempt, by contrast to Rozin and colleagues’ (1999) proposal. Similarly, the expression of indignation in the observer may be as likely to elicit shame as guilt, despite Elster’s (2009) claim to the contrary. 

This being said, it is still not unlikely that the link between some phenomena will turn out being quite robust, suggesting the presence of (probabilistic) causal relationships between them. Almost inevitably, such findings will motivate the inclusion of additional variables to account for the messiness of the causal structure of normative episodes.
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