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      This book has been a long time coming. I can truly say that I have been confused by people saying things like “What the American people really want is . . .” since I was a little kid. This book is my attempt to find answers to the questions about what people mean by such phrases. I began working on the book in earnest during a sabbatical from the University of Nevada, Las Vegas in 1997–1998. It’s only now, a dozen years later that I am satisfied that I’ve found answers that I am somewhat happy with.


      Far more people have helped me with the book than I can ever begin to thank here. But some people’s help is impossible not to mention. I’ll begin, where I should begin, with my parents, William and Elaine Jones. They taught me that being confused and curious was not a bad state to be in, and that the most common answers people suggest to me are not necessarily the right ones. While I’m thanking my family, I shouldn’t neglect to mention the invaluable contributions from my brother Chad and my sister Marni. Indeed, this book can be looked at as part of an extended argument I’ve been having with them for decades about what it is and isn’t proper to generalize about. I hope this book will provide fuel for discussion with them for decades to come. My sons Liam and Donovan have also been helpful. Despite their youth, they never cease surprising me with quick possible counterexamples to my hypotheses.


      In much of this book, I discuss peoples’ ideas and intuitions about what is and isn’t acceptable to say about groups. This means that often it was often relatives (who have little choice but to put up with me) who were first pestered for their views on these matters. My uncle Edwin Lynch and my aunt Gail Stoudt have graced me with their considered opinion about what is and isn’t acceptable to say, and other philosophical matters for several decades now. My wife’s family, too, has been very helpful—with sisters Carolyn and Sally and brother Terry providing useful ideas and support. I especially benefitted from extended discussions with my wife’s parents, Jack and Rosemary Maloy, about what people consider to be a “norm” or “custom.”


      Various friends, over the years, have also told me when they’ve considered my views be right or wrong, and have given me many insightful suggestions about what does and doesn’t seem permissible to say, in their circles. Especially noteworthy were the contributions of Kenn Seward, Bruce Goldstone, and Steve Tager.


      In the end, however, this book is a work of analytic philosophy, and I certainly benefited from the comments and criticisms of numerous philosophers. I gave talks on the topics discussed in the book for audiences of mostly academic philosophers at places like Gettysburg College, Union College, Hampton-Sydney College, Reed College, City University of New York Graduate Center, the University of Nevada, Reno, the University of Oregon, and the University of Idaho where attendees gave me many useful suggestions. My colleagues at the University of Nevada, Las Vegas have given me a good amount of feedback over the years. Others at UNLV have been supportive as well. Students Shannon Gould and Adam Kennedy were especially helpful, proofreading the entire manuscript, and making many useful suggestions about how to make the prose clearer. Marie Torres, the philosophy department’s administrative assistant, has done all kinds of things to make the UNLV Philosophy Department a productive place to work. The people most helpful to me at UNLV, however, have been the numerous students I’ve had over the years, whom I’ve tried out ideas on, and who have helped set me right when I seemed to be going astray.


      I would also like to thank Rowman and Littlefield editors John Sisk and Jana Wilson for the encouragement they’ve given me throughout this project. The final version of this book also benefited from the advice of an anonymous referee who provided a number of useful ideas about how to make the book a better one.


      Some portions of this book are further developments of essays that first appeared in various journals. Chapter 2 evolved from “How many New Yorkers must like bagels before ‘New Yorkers like bagels’? Analyzing collective ascription,” which appeared in Philosophical Forum 34:3. Chapter 3 evolved from “What CBS wants. How groups can have (difficult to uncover) intentions,” which appeared in Philosophical Forum 32:3, and from “FIC descriptions and interpretive social science: Should philosophers roll their eyes?” which appeared in Journal for the Theory of Social Behavior 29: 4. Chapter 4 evolved from “‘We always have a beer after the meeting.’ How norms, customs, conventions, and the like explain behavior,” which appeared in Philosophy of the Social Sciences 36:3. Part of chapter 5 evolved from “Norms and customs can’t cause anything,” which appeared in the International Journal of the Social Sciences 3:6. I’d like to thank the editors of those journals for their comments and suggestions about earlier forms of the arguments that eventually made their way into this book.


      Finally I’d like to thank my wife Jacqueline Margaret Mary Maloy for the combination of constructive criticism and unflagging support she’s given me for a long, long time. Her keen mind is one I’ve always wanted to emulate. I’ve spent a lot of time working on this book and trying to figure out what others believe when they say certain things. But when I really want to know what I should believe and what the right thing to say is, it’s been to her I’ve turned since the moment we met.


      “The world is governed, especially in the democratic age, not by the accumulation of money, or even goods, but by the accumulation of opinions. History is formed by, and politics dependent upon, how and what large masses of people are thinking and desiring, fearing and hating.”


      —John Lukacs, Democracy and Populism: Fear and Hatred


      Nearly every day I have a peculiar experience. Glancing at a magazine, I will come across a phrase such as this one: “The real goal of the Republicans is to try to get working people to vote based on their prejudices, rather than their economic interests.”


      For a moment, I will read on, feeling that perhaps I understand American politics a little better than before. But invariably I do a sort of double take. Wait a minute. What was meant by the phrase “the real goal of the Republicans”? There are over fifty million registered Republicans in America; surely they don’t all have the same goal. Perhaps the writer wasn’t speaking of all or most Republicans, but only party leaders. But if so, why didn’t he say so? And how likely is it that the leaders all have the same goal? Perhaps the writer wasn’t speaking about the feelings of any individual. Maybe he was talking about a general custom held by the group. Or maybe he was saying something more exotic. Perhaps the group Republicans, as a whole, has this goal. But can a group (rather than the people in it) really have goals or beliefs? If so, how? I soon find myself feeling like I know less than before I read the sentence, and put down the magazine in frustration.


      We read and hear such phrases about the beliefs of groups all the time. During election season their frequency increases dramatically. Over and over we hear phrases like:


      “The American people believe that the money they earn is theirs to keep.”


      “The American people know that we can do better than this.”


      “The American people think it’s time for a change.”


      “The American people want to do all they can to reduce poverty.”


      “It’s what America wants, not what France or Germany wants, that we should be interested in.”


      The politicians uttering these phrases seem to be saying something about the beliefs, desires, and actions of some kind of group of people. They are not speaking of Bill, Hector, or Jean’s desire for change, but the desire of some amorphous entity they call “the American people.”


      And journalists and pundits too, as in my magazine, are forever talking about “what Americans really want,” “what Russia’s interest is,” or “what the Syrians believe.” Throughout their day-to-day lives, people in different professions talk about what the government does, or what the people in Biglerville think of the new high school. (Notice, I just did it myself in the last sentence—talking about what is said by the group “people in different professions.”) Even people trying to do careful social scientific work often speak in this way. It is not uncommon for anthropologists to say things like “Jamaicans rarely eat vegetables other than starchy ‘foods’. . .” (Sobo 1993); or for a political scientist to say “Japan has relied much more than the United States on informal mechanisms of social control . . .” (Lipset 1996).


      Confusion about Group Statements


      People clearly talk about the features of groups all the time. But statements like “The university thinks the state doesn’t really care if it loses money,” immediately present us with a number of difficulties. The casualness and commonality of these sorts of statements belie their complexity. We say things like “corporate executives have a custom of having drinks with lunch” or “avoiding reading is part of teenage culture,” without clearly understanding what kind of thing a custom or a culture is, or how such things can causally interact with individuals. We talk about Japan wanting to avoid a tariff war, without a good picture of what it means for a country to want something. Understanding the social situations described by these statements is much more difficult than one might initially think. And along with the problems we have in understanding what external social situations people are describing with such statements, we also have difficulties understanding what speakers believe when they make these statements. In English, statements that an X group of some kind believes or does some Y are not only vague (how many X members are there?), but they are systematically ambiguous. I think it’s useful to divide what “the X do Y” statements describe into three (overlapping) families of situations. When a doctor says something like “Canada loves to find more ways to treat its citizens paternalistically,” she might be saying merely that many Canadians act this way. She might be saying that Canada acts as some kind of unitary intentional agent, with a desire to treat its citizens as children. Or she might be saying that there is a cultural norm of paternalistic government in Canada.


      The first interpretation points to a common family of meaning for X-do-Y statements in which the claim is about a number of individuals within the X group. In ordinary discourse, we constantly say things like “New Yorkers feel less secure after 9/11,” to talk about the attributes of individuals within a group. When we say things like “the French prefer wine to beer,” we are usually saying that individuals in France are disposed to prefer wine. Surprisingly few scholars have looked at the different things that can (and can’t) be meant by various statements about the individuals in groups, or how such statements differ from other statements about groups. Our default linguistic rule regarding things we refer to as “the X,” rather than “some X” or “twelve X,” is that we are saying something about all or most of the people in the group. Yet we quite often use such phrases when far fewer than most members of the group engage in a certain practice. In chapter 2 of this book, I’ll discuss claims about groups that are really about the individuals in it, the five main exceptions to the rule that “the X” means all the X, and how these exceptions develop on the basis of both cognitive processes and social practices.


      A second way we interpret X-do-Y statements is quite different. We make statements like “Mattburgers are repairing their windows this week,” to describe situations in which we think that each adult who lives in Mattburg, Florida is engaged in repairing his or her windows after a severe storm. But we can also use this locution to make a different kind of claim. Sometimes we talk about what groups do, not because each of their members behaves in a similar way, but because each group member’s actions, together, tend to produce a unitary net effect. When we say “Mattburgers are rebuilding their town hall after the storm,” we are talking about a situation in which some Mattburgers are manning drill bits, others are pounding nails, and still others are driving for supplies, while others are pouring lemonade for workers. Then we are talking about the activities of the group, not to say anything about what each of the individuals in the group is doing, but to talk about a collection of people (as a whole) producing a unitary net effect.


      In my view, there are two main types of claims about groups as a whole. The stronger claims talk about groups as full-blown intentional agents, entities that act and have beliefs and desires in their own right. The weaker claims talk about groups that have unitary effects without necessarily being things with their own goals. In chapter 3 of this work, I will give a theory of what criteria have to be met before an entity can be said to have intentional states like beliefs and desires (where the stronger kinds of claim can be true). I will explain how certain types of groups could meet these criteria for intentionality (e.g., how the Starbucks corporation could have goals.) If they do, then speakers could be saying something literally true when they say something like “CBS is worried that . . .” I will discuss the advantages of talking about groups in intentional terms, and the epistemic difficulties involved in assessing what a group’s real intentions are.


      A third way we use this “the X-do-Y” locution is to talk about a family of attitudes and activities that are simultaneously both individualistic and collectivist. We can use expressions like “Chicagoans wear green on St. Patrick’s Day” to talk about the presence of a custom or a norm. We can talk about norms or customs without using those terms at all, as in the previous sentence; we can explicitly use these terms; or we can use related terms such as “convention,” “tradition,” “rule,” and “culture.” A norm or custom is a collective phenomena, in that it is something that can be possessed only by a group (Bill or the mayor usually can’t have a norm). And we mainly speak of a norm when we have a behavior that is caused by group pressure in various ways. At the same time, norms or customs are non-collective in that we don’t usually use these terms to talk about a group, as a whole, acting in harmony to do something. When we describe a norm, we describe a situation in which individual group members tend to behave in a similar manner. And we typically think of norm-following as one of the main causes of individual behavior.


      The study of norms and cultural practices is at the center of the social sciences. They form the basis of what philosopher John Searle (1995) calls “social facts.” But exactly what these entities are is surprisingly unclear. In chapter 4 of this book, I will look at the principles underlying all of these terms in what I call the “what’s done” family. I will also look at the differences between these terms.


      The fact that ambiguous X do Y phrases can be used in English to describe any of the different situations means that when we hear such statements, we don’t always automatically know what a speaker is trying to tell us, or what he believes. He might be making any of these three different kinds of claims (or any of their subtypes). Or he might not have any of these particular claims in mind. He may merely have a vague notion that Y-doing is being practiced by a certain number of X group members. Having a language where vague and ambiguous social terms are frequently employed does not encourage people to make sharp distinctions before they speak. The situation is further confused by the fact that different social arrangements might actually be present simultaneously. Suppose that during a political revolution, a popular practice begins whereby mobs regularly gather outside of prisons and free the prisoners inside. Here, the mob as a whole may be acting as a unitary agent, using multiple means to try to reach a goal. At the same time, each member of the mob is trying to free prisoners inside. And if any group member tries to stop the break-in, he or she might be scorned by the others, indicating that the group has developed a norm of prison breaking. Being told that the X do Y, then, may not tell us much about what a speaker believes or what social situations are there, unless we make a careful effort to decipher the statements. And social scientific statements can often be in as much need of decipherment as ordinary statements. Social scientists often use the same vocabulary for talking about groups that people in everyday life do, such as when anthropologist Evans Prichard says things like “The Nuer believe that twins are birds,” or when historian Paul Johnson says things like “Russia wanted to make sure Germany would never rise again.” Terms like “customs,” “norms,” and “culture” are also used in both scholarly and everyday vocabulary.


      The fact that such statements are vague and ambiguous has led many to be suspicious and dismissive of statements about groups. But I don’t believe we can afford to wait for a utopian future in which our language has been reformed so that only the clearest of terms remain. These statements are made very often and are used by people to think about and plan social actions. Rather than just dismissing such statements, we need to make an effort to really understand what people mean when they make them. One of the aims of this book is to differentiate the kinds of things people might be saying about the social world while describing it with similar phrases. This should help us start avoiding the confusions that can come from not clearly understanding what is being claimed about the social world. Studying such statements can also help clarify what they can and cannot tell us about the external social situations that the statements purport to describe.


      Professional failures to

      Understand What People Mean


      Over the years there’s been much discussion in the scholarly literature concerning claims about groups. Not infrequently, a social scientist will define her terms in the beginning of an article, specifying what she will mean by “norm” or “convention.” Sometimes a social scientist will devote an entire article to theoretical questions like those concerning what culture really is. And there has been interesting recent work discussing the different ways people can operate cooperatively by philosophers such as Christina Bicchieri, Margaret Gilbert, Michael Bratman, Raimo Tuomela, Seaumus Miller, and Christopher Kutz. But there has not been much focus on the problem of what ordinary people believe when they make statements about the social world. There is often failure to note the ambiguity of X-do-Y statements. A good understanding of social claims must begin by differentiating between claims made about groups as a whole, claims made about individuals in the group, and claims that simultaneously refer to both—and this is something that has not, to my knowledge, been given a lot of attention by philosophers. As we have been discussing, the difference between these various sorts of claims is not a distinction noted in ordinary language. Perhaps the failure of philosophers to commonly note this distinction is an example of what Wittgenstein described as being “bewitched” by the surface form of a language: thinking that the way things are said reveals deep metaphysical principles that are not really there. The surface form of English, indeed, often does not make distinctions between very different ways of thinking about groups. A sentence like “Serbia regrets ever having let Albanians settle in Kosovo,” for example, looks as though it expresses a single proposition. But this same sentence is one that is acceptable for expressing three very different propositions. The speaker might be saying something about the country, Serbia, as a unitary agent; about the customs and practices of Serbs; or about the feelings of most individual Serbs. Even specific terms like “norm” can refer both to situations where there is routine behavior with little social pressure (e.g., a norm of putting salt on spaghetti), and where there is social pressure without corresponding routine behavior (e.g., handwriting thank-you notes for gifts).


      One result of not distinguishing between these classes is that the important category of group ascription claims that refers to the attributes of individuals in the group are barely discussed at all in any of the works described above. Philosopher Raimo Tuomela, for example, is typical in not recognizing this as an important category for social theorizing. Writes Tuomela: “A mere aggregate of facts about people having the same attitude (say fear) is not fully social, because it lacks an appropriate doxastic connection between the participants” (2002, 24). This dismissal is unfortunate. It is especially important to understand how such individualistic group ascription claims function as: a) they use the same terminology as other types of group claims and it is important to understand exactly how they differ from them, and b) a majority of claims about groups are probably in this category. This book will hopefully improve our understanding of the underlying nature of different types of collective ascription claims, and how such claims do and do not overlap.


      If one problem with contemporary discussions of claims about groups is that philosophers mirror ordinary language use in glossing over important distinctions among social phenomena, another is that they often do the opposite. Philosophers frequently give narrow technical definitions, without enough regard for how ordinary speakers (or social scientists) use social terms. Much of the most prominent recent philosophical work in the area talks about how the social world works, not using familiar terms from ordinary language and in the social sciences but using special new terms-of-art coined by philosophers such as “plural subject,” “joint action,” “social action,” and “institutional facts” (see, for example, Gilbert 1989; Searle 1995; Miller 2001; Tuomela 2002). And when philosophers do look at more familiar social concepts, they often look past what ordinary speakers and social scientists typically mean by these concepts and focus on the actual underlying ontology of the entities described. When someone asks, “What is a custom?” there are at least three different ways one might try to answer the question. One might try to specify what most experts have in mind when they use the term (the definition or meaning of “custom”). One could try to describe how the term is used most often in ordinary discourse. Or one might try to precisely specify what kinds of conditions in the world are being referred to when people use that term (the ontology of customs). Many of these philosophers looking at social phenomena tend to gravitate toward the third project. This is unsurprising. The underlying ontology of customs or conventions (or joint action) is not well understood in the way that the underlying ontology of dishwashers or suburbs is. So there is much important philosophical clarification to be done there. The result is that philosophers often speak about customs or conventions defined in a more clear and consistent reformed manner, than the way these terms are ordinarily used.


      There is definitely something worthwhile in these sorts of projects. We certainly want to get the most accurate and clear picture of the social world that we can. But the sorts of reforming projects that philosophers of social science are enamored of can create confusion as well. Anytime scholars use terms in different ways, it can cause confusion. And the more a term diverges from ordinary or social scientific usage (even if the divergence is in the service of more consistency), the more difficult it is for readers to initially know what is being referred to. There are also many reasons we want to know about the meanings of these terms as they are actually used, however unclearly or inconsistently. We not only want to know how norm-like structures directly affect behavior, we want to know what people believe about norms. These beliefs not only affect the way people understand and explain the social world, they also affect how people behave. In focusing largely on underlying ontology, philosophers can miss important facets of how these notions are used by people to make sense of the social world.


      In general, the commitment of many philosophers to giving a reforming and clarifying account of the mechanics of the social world (perhaps in response to the lack of clarity of many traditional social scientific terms) can prevent them from being more helpful in enabling us to understand how people commonly try to describe and explain behavior using more familiar concepts and terminology. These philosophical works on the social world, then, leave problematic social explanations still mysterious. Despite the numerous attempts in various disciplines to define and clarify norms, conventions, culture, and other social terms and claims, we still don’t understand them very well.


      In this book, I hope to help improve this situation. I want to spend much more time looking at how people use social concepts to understand their world, both in ordinary discourse and in the social sciences. I approach this project of understanding what people mean when they make statements about the social world from my position as a professor of philosophy. The central way in which I’ve worked on this project harkens back to a manner of doing philosophy that was very common from the 1940s to the 1970s but has been much less in fashion since then. “Ordinary language philosophy,” as it was called, looked carefully at the way “regular people” use certain terms, often in contrast to how philosophers or other scholars used them (see Ebersole 1979; Cook 1980). Ordinary language philosophers often looked at their own term usages in everyday contexts and at their intuitions about how a term ought to be used, according to the rules of English. They believed that much could be learned by looking at everyday word usage this way, in contrast to thinking about the meaning that academics give such terms. As I discuss in the next chapter, I utilize many of the techniques of ordinary language philosophy to look at how people actually use terms about groups. But I’ve used many other sources of information as well. For example, I’ve conducted many surveys and had many discussions with people about the terms they use to describe terms. I’ve also thought carefully about what inner belief structures are most likely to be present when such statements are made. I have a PhD in cognitive science in addition to my philosophy degree and that has made me very cognizant of the importance of making use of contemporary cognitive science when ascribing beliefs to people. (See Jones 2000a and 1991 for discussions of why using information from cognitive science is very important in modeling people’s beliefs.) Besides looking at how ordinary people talk and think about groups, I’ve also paid a lot of attention to how social scientists write and talk about groups. Before going into philosophy, I got a masters degree (and completed all the coursework for a PhD) in anthropology. I did fieldwork among the Gaenes of Nepal. And I’ve continued to monitor the work of many different scholars discussing the social realm as a member of the Cultural Studies Committee at the University of Nevada, Las Vegas. Hopefully, my background puts me in a good position to have some insights about what people from various walks of life mean when they make different sorts of “the X people do Y” statements.


      Why Should We Care about the

      Meaning of Social Statements?


      I’ve said that it is hard to know what people believe when they make statements about groups. Such statements are often ambiguous. And philosophical and social scientific attempts to clarify such statements often don’t make fine grained distinctions between very different social situations, or make distinctions that are more fine grained than ordinary language, leaving ordinary statements unexplored. Many people clearly have some awareness of the lack of clarity of such statements. Our awareness of our lack of clarity is readily apparent in the number of philosophical and social scientific works that go out of their way to try to carefully define and clarify social terms. But we also see evidence of this awareness in a commonly expressed distaste for general statements about groups in everyday discourse. We often express disapproval of statements that seem to imply all group members do something. “Don’t generalize” is a commonly heard criticism when someone comments about a group. The psychologist Perry Hinton writes that stereotyping, a common subtype of talking about groups in a general way, “is viewed as indicating a flaw in human nature, as ‘evidence of the unfinished mind’” (2000, 68).


      Yet, we want to do more than just dismiss group claims. The three families of meanings for X-do-Y
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