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According to a popular view, a social norm exists in a society if the members of the community act in
accordance with this norm and if deviant behavior is sanctioned. According to this view, the social commitment of a
person P to perform action A can be equated with communal expectation towards P to do A. This view strikes a lot
of people as counterintuitive because, normally, we conceive of social norms as objective in a certain sense.
Objectivity of social norms means that the social commitment to do A is independent of communal expectations to
do A. We take social norms to state that certain actions are obligatory under certain conditions, such that social
norms have the general form "If condition C obtains, action A should be performed", in other words, "If you are an
officer eating dinner, you should wear a tie". It is important to notice that the condition under which the social
commitment to wear a tie is not taken to be the communal expectation to do so, but the fact that the agent is an
officer eating dinner.
However, commitments and expectations are not unconnected: Suppose the following social norm exists in a
society: "Only biological sons of the king may enter the king’s house". In other words, there exists the norm "If
person P is not a son of the king, P is committed not to enter the king’s house". In this community, the following
expectations to act will be prevalent: A person P that is communally held not to be a son of the king is communally
expected not to enter the king’s house. This, however, does not necessarily mean that P is committed not to enter
the house. It might one day be discovered that P is in fact a biological son of the king and this would mean that he
was in fact entitled to enter the king’s house, even though everybody expected him not to. Thus, somebody who is
believed not to be a son of the king is expected not enter, whereas somebody who is believed to be a son of the
king is not so expected. If the communal beliefs about a certain person change, the expectations toward this person
change accordingly.

The next step is to explain why we should ascribe an objective norm to a society. I think that the reason for
doing this is very similar to the reason for ascribing beliefs and desires to intentional systems. According to Dennett,
an interpreter has to ascribe these intentional states in order to make sense of the behavior of an intentional system.
In a similar way, an interpreter of a society is forced to ascribe objective social norms in order to make sense of
certain correlations between beliefs and expectations towards others held in the community. The interpreter
ascribes certain beliefs to the intentional systems (agents) in the community he is observing. Secondly, he ascribes
to them expectations towards other agents to perform certain actions. Thirdly, he notices that there is a correlation
between the beliefs and expectations he has ascribed. In order to explain this, he assumes the existence of social
norms. Such a norm explains why agents who believe that p expect the performance of certain actions.

The two cases differ from each other insofar as the object of interpretation is no longer a single intentional system,
but a whole community of intentional systems. Also, the phenomenon to be explained is not the behavior of an
intentional system, but a correlation between beliefs and expectations towards other agents. The two cases are
alike insofar as a theoretical entity is ascribed to a system in order to make sense of some of its properties.

In the second part of my paper, I want to explain how this distinction between communal expectation and social
commitment can help to answer the problem of the objectivity of meaning. This is the thesis that it does not depend
on communal assent whether an object falls under a concept or not as, for example, Wright claims. According to
Wright, there is no standard for the society to meet (220) so, if everybody would apply a concept to a certain object,
it follows that the object falls under the concept. McDowell has rightly criticized this picture for not leaving "a residue
recognizable as a conception of meaning and understanding at all" (334).

I think that the distinction I have drawn between communal expectations and social commitment makes it possible to
answer this problem. The propositional content of speech acts is determined by social commitments to use
utterances in a certain way. Since these commitments are independent of communal ex- pectations, the
propositional content will also come out as ratification- independent.
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