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On Negative Powers and On Standard Non-ldeal Theorists. Comments on Asa Burman’s Nonideal
Social Ontology

| Power

The subtitle of the book is "The Power View”. The main idea is well taken that deontic power is not
all there is, and that something like telic, spillover, or structural sources of power need to be
explained.!

Burman discusses constraints and enablements in all of these four theoretical contexts, which is also
a good idea. | have some qualms however concerning the specific conceptualization of this
distinction.

Burman starts from Searle’s characterization of deontic power, which unfortunately has some
defects Burman inherits. (The characterization of telic power may have a couple of further issues
which could perhaps be fixed relatively easily.)

For reference, here are Searle’s characterization of deontic power and Burman’s characterization of
telic power, that | discuss below (with some key phrases italicized by me).

"The first [positive deontic power, AB] is where the agent is endowed with some new
power [sic, AL], certification, authorization, entitlement, right, permission, or
qualification granting the ability to do something he or she could not otherwise have
done; and the second [negative deontic power, AB] is where the agent is required,
obligated, in duty bound, penalized, enjoined, or otherwise compelled to do
something he or she would not otherwise have had to do— or, what amounts to the
same thing, prevented from doing something that would otherwise have been doable.
Roughly speaking, the two major categories are those of positive and negative
powers.” (Searle 1995, 100; cited in Burman, p. 178)

“TELIC POWER: An agent A has telic power if and only if there exists an ideal such that
agent A can be measured against it, and the distance perceived by other agents of A
from the ideal affects A’s ability to effect certain outcomes.”(Burman, p. 188)

"POSITIVE TELIC POWER: An agent A has positive telic power if and only if agent A is
perceived as living up to the ideal; she is viewed by other agents as a good exemplar
of the relevant kind, and this positively affects or enhances A’s ability to effect certain
outcomes.” (Burman, p. 189)

"NEGATIVE TELIC POWER: An agent A has negative telic power if and only if agent A is
perceived as not living up to the ideal; she is viewed by other agents as substandard
or as a bad exemplar of the relevant kind, and this negatively affects or restricts A’s
ability to effect certain outcomes.” (Burman, p.190)

1.1.Aren’t Negative Powers grammatically odd and metaphysically suspect?

L What would have really been cool, and really a rival approach to the (Searle-Gilbert-Tuomela) “string quartet
cases”, would have been an account of oppression (cf. Jenkins 2023) and domination — including structural
domination - or an account of the mute compulsion of capital (cf. Mau 2023), for that matter. There will be
further forms of power to be accounted for in social ontology, which is of course fine.



To lay my cards on the table, | find the idea of negative powers grammatically odd and
metaphysically suspect. There is little reason to talk about the real phenomenon of having one’s
ability restricted or negatively affected, in terms of gaining or possessing a “negative power” or
negative ability. And unlike some harmless terms like negative and positive freedom, the suggestion
that there is negative and positive power seems misleading: it creates an impression that having
one’s (positive) power restricted is gaining a negative power. But a restriction of power need not be
a (separate) power — it can simply be a restriction. (Of course, someone may have the power or
competence to create such a restriction, but need not thereby create a power, negative or
otherwise).

An exaggeration will help to see the oddity involved. Some things may come as negative and positive
(say, ethical goodness or badness, or numbers, or perhaps even electro-magnetic repulsion and
attraction), but ability (or power-to) does not seem to be one of them.? Everyone would agree that it
would be odd to say that | have a negative power to fly if all that amounts to is that | cannot fly (or
that | do not have the power to fly). (Searle or Burman do not say quite that). We have no reason to
postulate negative powers any more than we have reason to postulate negative heights or lengths:
suppose | am six feet tall. | makes little sense to say my positive height is six feet, but that | also have
a negative height of seven feet, or eight feet, or nine feet etc. if those merely mean that | am not
seven feet tall, etc. It would make even Meinong jealous to populate the universe with negative
entities corresponding to all absences. So, it seems better to think that all power-to is positive
power-to, whereas the absence of a power-to is not a negative power-to; it is not anything.

Even in the cases (discussed by Searle and Burman) where | would otherwise have the ability to Phi,
but my ability is negatively affected (for physical, social, or institutional reasons), it is grammatically
odd and metaphysically suspect to say that | thereby have (gained) a negative power to Phi. It is
better to simply say that my power to Phi has been negatively affected and not postulate specific
negative powers.

By contrast, it is unproblematic to speak about negative effects on one’s abilities and restrictions on
one’s abilities. | think this is what Searle and Burman have in mind, but it threatens to lead to bad
(social) ontology to postulate negative powers, and it seems an unnecessarily misleading way to
speak (even if no ontological commitments are intended).

1.2.The “if and only if” -characterizations do not answer what power is. Is power simply an ability?

My second point is that the definitions above do not really tell us what power is (they focus on
necessary and sufficient conditions of someone having power).

Burman'’s if and only if -characterizations (or Searle’s loose “is where”-characterization!) do not tell
what power is. The characterization does mention “A’s ability to effect certain outcomes.” So, my
hypothesis is that power for Burman is an ability to effect outcomes, to make things happen. In
short, cutting some corners, power is an ability. | do not know if this is the right reading, but at least
the text leaves room for this reading. On that reading, Burman’s Power View is equally an Ability
View (perhaps related to Nussbaum’s Capability Approach). We may wonder however if abilities
really capture what we have in mind in talking about social power, given the close connections
between power, oppression, domination and economic compulsion for example.

2 What used to be called repulsions and attractions are not absences of abilities — they are real powers e.g., to
make magnetic things move in one direction or the other. Negative and positive charge are both positive
powers in that sense. Similarly, the power to harm someone is a positive power to do ethically negative things.



In a footnote, Burman (p.210, fn. 6) clarifies that she takes power-to, (i.e., an ability?), to be what all
power is. Power-over can, she writes, be construed in terms of power-to: as the power to decide for
the others. | take it then that for Burman, all power is power-to, and all talk about power-over is talk
about power to decide for others.

A hypothesis or reconstruction starts to emerge about what power is for Burman:

RECONSTRUCTION 1: Power is an ability to do something that one has
a) in virtue of granted deontic statuses (i.e., on deontic grounds),
b) in virtue of socially perceived evaluative features (i.e., on “telic” grounds of esteem),
[c) & d) for spillover and structural grounds, see below],
or
e) "otherwise” (i.e., independently of such social or institutional grounds).

Notably, this reconstruction need not suggest that there are different abilities (powers), but telic,
deontic, structural and spillover grounds for the abilities. On this, Burman (p.212) follows Barnes
(1988) who understands different kinds of power in terms of their different kinds of bases/grounds.
It is however unclear whether abilities always follow that pattern. Presumably the very same ability
can be had also otherwise, that is, independently of such social or institutional grounds, or also in
ways that are affected by deontic and esteem-related (“telic”) factors.

It is possible that some abilities can be had only with the corresponding rights: say, only someone
who has a right to arrest someone has the ability to arrest someone; but presumably that is not the
case with all abilities. To give a mundane example, there may be several people able to enter a
building, but only some have a right to do so.

1.3. The need to distinguish four things: Ability; right/obligation; Hohfeldian power to change
rights/obligations; an ought

If powers turn out to be abilities, it is important to distinguish them first of all from the deontic
statuses or features such as rights and obligations. Searle is not very precise here, and uses the
concept of “deontic power” to refer to these deontic statuses as well (or perhaps only to those?).2
But clearly, one may have a right to do something that one for some other reason is not able to do,
and one can do, is able to do all sorts of wrongs that one is under obligation not to do. So, we must
distinguish between

a) the ability to Phi
and
b) (first-order) rights and obligations to Phi.

These may be connected: one may acquire the ability to pardon by getting the right to pardon (when
one becomes the president). One may acquire the right and ability to deliver the sermon on Sunday
at the same time as one acquires the obligation to deliver to sermon on Sunday; and it is only in
virtue of these statuses that one’s action counts as a sermon. For reasons of clarity, it is better not to
call rights and obligations (or entitlements etc.) deontic powers, but for example deontic statuses or

3 See e.g., Burman, (p. 54): "Positive deontic powers are rights in different forms, privileges, entitlements, and
authorizations” and "Negative deontic powers are obligations in different forms, such as requirements,
duties, and penalties.” Whatever power is, we should distinguish the concepts of rights/obligations and
abilities.



positions. (On this reading, the abilities are the powers, while having the deontic status may explain
the ability).

In many other cases, one may acquire a right to do something that one is already able to do
otherwise. (The difference that the right makes is that now it is wrong for others to prevent one
from doing it — one’s ability may become more robust thanks to the right).

So far, so good. One specific type of right is however traditionally called a power in legal theory,
after Hohfeld:

¢) Hohfeldian second-order normative power-right to alter first-order rights and obligations

One specific type of right is the power-right to alter first-order rights and obligations. This is rightly
called a power, a normative power to alter rights and obligations. This is a special case. Here is one
way to see the specificity: ordinary abilities to act and to bring about effects are abilities to change
the descriptive states of affairs. These second-order powers are competences to change normative
statuses, such as rights and obligations.*

All of the above - each called power by some - are different from the question of
d) whether the agent ought to Phi (or has reasons for and against Phi-ing).

Abilities to Phi, rights to Phi, obligations to Phi and Hohfeldian powers to determine whether
someone has a right or obligation to Phi are conceptually different from the normative claim (or fact)
that one ought to Phi. Sometimes oughts and obligations are used interchangeably, but they are not
interchangeable. An obligation to Phi is a weighty reason for Phi-ing.> Obligations may conflict
however, and a weightier obligation may mean that all things considered, overall, one ought not Phi
even though one has an obligation (and a weighty reason) to Phi — it is just that one may have a
weightier reason (and perhaps an obligation) to do something else.

Oughts imply cans: only actions that one is able to do are among the candidates for what one ought
to do. The “ought” is not a power; and it would be wrong to say that one has a power to Phi because
one ought to Phi. Yet, it may well be that restrictions (the ordinary word that | take it “negative
power” is intended to capture) may take the shape of reasons against, so in analyzing restrictions
and enablements also reasons for and against (and the oughts that follow from the balance of these
reasons) should figure in the analysis.

Whatever one’s usage of “power”, one should make clear whether one talks about an ability to Phi,
a right/obligation to Phi, or a power to affect the right/obligation to Phi (or possibly, in the case of
“negative deontic power” a normative requirement, ought, or reason against Phi-ing). It would be
easiest for Burman to not call rights and obligations powers at all, but for examples deontic statuses.
By contrast, the Hohfeldian competence to affect rights and obligations is relatively widely called a
power.

* Immunities are also second-order powers against changes in the rights and obligations — Hohfeldian
immunity makes one’s right more robust, and so indirectly makes one’s ability more robust and resistant to
certain kind of change.

5 By contrast, a right to Phi is no reason at all to Phi (one may have a right to smash one’s stereos into pieces
but that is no reason at all to do so). Neither an obligation to Phi nor a right to Phi implies an ought in the
sense of what one overall has most reason to do.



1.4.Difficulties with “otherwise” and “negatively and positively affects” as characterizing power
(rather than a change in power)

Searle’s and Burman’s official characterizations share a further minor defect. They define a state
(e.g. having a power) with the help of an event or change (e.g. the abilities are affected).

They write about “new power”, “an ability to do something one could not otherwise have done”,
and what “negatively affects” or “positively affects” the ability. It would be clearer to start with what
the state of having the power is, and distinguish explanations of having the ability from explanations
of changes in one’s ability. It is grammatically a bit odd to say that one “has” (negative or positive)
power, when something (negatively or positively) affects the ability. If the power is the ability, then
changes in the abilities are presumably changes in the powers. So instead of saying that one has the
power when the ability is affected, one could say that one’s power is affected when the ability is
affected.

One downside of Searle’s characterization is that it ignores cases where one already has the ability
otherwise but acquires a right to do it. It also ignores cases (and the majority cases may be such)
where one acquires the obligation to not-Phi but retains the ability to Phi (perhaps wrongfully).

A further complication comes from the observation that one way of “negatively affecting” or
restricting is making more expensive, more difficult, more cumbersome etc. This would mean that in
such cases, one may at the same time have the ability (and therefore presumably have positive
power), but have the ability negatively affected (and therefore have negative power according to the
official characterization that | suggest could be dropped), so one may have negative and positive
power at the same time. Say, take a case of a single father looking after his daughter. He is perceived
to be a good enough father, and this enables him or supports his ability do parental stuff like take
the daughter to Karate class. Suppose there’s a rumor spreading that some unnamed single father
has forgotten to pick their daughter from the Karate class, and as a consequence, it becomes more
difficult for many fathers (now under suspicion of sorts) to do the parental stuff; say a new policy of
IDs being checked is introduced, and selectively applied only on fathers. He is still able to do the
same things, but it becomes more laboursome. Would we say the father has now positive telic
power (he is still able) and negative telic power (his ability has been negatively affected)?

My suggestion then is that why not say that 1) the power is the ability; and 2) there can be negative
and positive changes in the abilities (but this does not mean that there is “negative power”); and 3)
the a) abilities themselves, or b) changes in the abilities, or also ¢) robustness of the abilities
(immunity against changes of certain kinds) can be explained with reference to (i.e. be grounded in)
deontic standings, degrees of social esteem, etc. (but this does not mean that there are separate
kinds of power, “deontic power”, “telic power”, etc.). Note that these 3a-3¢c may be very different
cases: one may have the ability “otherwise”, but the ability can be negatively or positively affected
by deontic etc. features; or the ability can become more robust thanks to novel deontic protection

(e.g., a subjective right).

RECONSTRUCTION 2: Power-to is an ability to do something that can be negatively or
positively affected (but there are no "negative abilities” or "negative powers” as
such),

and either the ability itself, or a change in the ability, or the robustness of the ability
(resistance to changes) can be partly explained

a) by socially/institutionally granted deontic standings,



b) socially/institutionally perceived evaluative features,
[c)&d) for "spillover” and "structural”] or
e) otherwise.

1.5. Unfortunate ideal theoretical aspects in the definition of Telic Power

| find insightful and important the basic idea of “telic power”: how others esteem or disvalue or
recognize one affects one’s abilities to do things.® | think that some details in the definition or
characterization could be reconsidered, however.

Some (perhaps minor) aspects of the definition of telic power resemble the type of ideal theory that
nonideal theorists in normative political theory sometimes criticize.

TELIC POWER: An agent A has telic power if and only if there exists an ideal such that
agent A can be measured against it, and the distance perceived by other agents of A
from the ideal affects A’s ability to effect certain outcomes. (p. 188; italics added)

One debate between ideal theorists (a la Rawls) and non-ideal theorists (a la Sen) about justice is
whether one needs to know the very ideal or best form of justice in order to compare whether X or Y
is more just. Sen argues that knowledge of the very ideal is not needed and compares this to
aesthetic beauty: we need not know what an ideally beautiful painting would look like, to be able to
say that a concrete painting X is more beautiful than a concrete painting Y. Burman’s formulation
here is more ideal-theoretic, Rawlsian as opposed to Senian (who on this question is more nonideal).

Further, on many quasi-realist or expressivist views, ideals need not literally exist for us to be able to
talk and think about the ideals, and for them to have the functions in our lives. Given that Burman
stresses social perceptions, the real existence of the ideal is neither here nor there. Burman could be
conferralist (a la Asta) about “telic power” and say that the conferred properties (de facto esteem)
are real even if the “base properties” (the assumed distance from the ideal) are not real.

Further, consider the phrases “can be measured” and “distance”. Even in cases where an ideal exists
and the judged distance from it matters, “measuring” may be a tall order as it presupposes cardinal
ordering. Incommensurability is perhaps common in matters of value, and there may not be a unit of
measurement in such cases. Even in cases where we can place things, say X, Y, and Z in an ordinal
system of betterness and worseness, there may be no determinate answer to how much worse
something is: there may not be a determinate answer whether the distance between X and Y is
greater than between Y and Z.

So, | think that in some details a slightly better formulation would simply refer to one’s enhanced or
reduced abilities, thanks to being esteemed or disesteemed by others. The relevant valuing
(esteeming) or disvaluing (disesteeming) by others can take place even if some such error-theory or
non-cognitivism is true about the value-ideal at stake which entails that the ideal does not literally
“exist”; and even if comparison of cases is possible without paying attention to the ideal case; and
even if the valuing or disvaluing is ordinal rather than cardinal.” And, Burman’s important point still
holds that such (dis)esteem may affect one’s abilities.

& Or “affect outcomes”, which may be a better formulation; | am not sure what difference is intended; | use
“do” interchangeably.

" One detail where Burman might seem to be a bit inconsistent is whether telic power presupposes statuses or
not. P.180 introduces evaluability in cases of status functions like citizen or professor, and p.189 repeats the



1.6. On Spillover and Structural Power

| also find important and insightful the core idea of “spillover power”. The critical pointsin 1.1-1.4
above apply to its definition as well; | won’t repeat them here.

SPILLOVER POWER: An agent A has spillover power if and only if agent A has a status
function with accompanying deontic powers and this affects agent A’s ability to effect
certain outcomes beyond those deontic powers. (p.216)

Perhaps a reference to the perception or recognition by others could be added to this definition as
well — the deontic status has such spillover effects only in virtue of others granting or denying the
further standing; it may be such recognition from others that affects the spillover ability, and not the
deontic standing on its own.

| also think that the effects of structures on our abilities are important while more commonly
discussed, and that the critical points in 1.1-1.4 apply to the characterization of structures affecting
the abilities of agents.

However, the two definitions,

SOCIAL STRUCTURE: A social structure exists if and only if members of a collectivity, by
virtue of that membership, systematically have their opportunities (as individuals)
restricted or enhanced. (p.221)

together with

STRUCTURAL POWER: An agent A has structural power if and only if there exists a
social structure and this affects agent A’s ability to effect certain outcomes. (p.222)

raise some questions: What is a social structure? Presumably, it is not a collectivity, nor a
constellation of opportunities. Presumably the effects of social structure, existing in a collectivity,
extend to non-members as well? (Say, social structures effect the possibilities of outsiders such as
immigrant to enter the territory of some collectivity). So why stress the opportunities of members
only? Further, is the precondition “there exists a social structure” the right kind of fact to have
effects on people’s abilities? Shouldn’t it be more specific details about what the structure is like that
has the effects? (For example, suppose a structure remains in existence but is greatly changed -
what explains the changes in people’s abilities is not the continuous existence of the structure; say a
constitution of the state, but some fact about it, for example, abolition of slavery). So, some further
work is called for concerning these two variants of power.

[l The standard model and non-ideal theorists like Asta

| think the very topic of the book, Nonideal Social Ontology, answers to a social call, to a certain type
of unease felt in some corners of the field of social ontology. It has appeared in the right time to
address this unease: many people will instinctively feel that it is onto something. | wholeheartedly
agree with this sentiment; and | am not alone in going to use this distinction in one way or another.

point: "The ideals are related to functions in the way previously suggested; once we have imposed a function
on someone or something— either assigning the status function of a professor or assigning the function of a
paring knife— it becomes possible to evaluate that person or thing according to a standard.” Yet, on p.192
Burman writes that "Telic power requires ideals, rather than institutions and status functions, to exist.” This
may be fine — there are cases of evaluability which come with status functions (and those cases of course
require institutions and status functions to exist), and cases which don’t.



The book provides a characterization of ideal and nonideal social ontology, following Charles Mills’s
sixfold distinction in political philosophy; and Burman suggests they are "paradigms” in the Kuhnian
sense, and welcomes a paradigm shift (p.5). | am not sure if calling them paradigms is entirely fitting
descriptively — perhaps the field of social ontology is not mature enough to really have paradigms -
and whether a resulting situation of a "new normal science” would be evaluatively desirable. | would
personally support pluralism all the way down. Through pluralist lenses one also sees much more
pluralism in the prevailing situation in social ontology. The questions of social ontology are after all
approached very differently by philosophers of science; political theorists trained in political science;
social theorists trained in sociology; game theorists trained in economics; critical theorists drawing
on Marxian and Hegelian roots and on pragmatism or on poststructuralism; or by feminists and
critical race theorists whose approach is also present in the book; and so on.

In the second part of this commentary, | would like to make an observation about how complicated
it is how the “ideal-nonideal”-distinction relates to another distinction that Burman draws between
“the standard model” (and non-standard model) in social ontology. Given how they are defined,
they relatively independent dimensions on which different authors can be placed, with respect to
how many “points” they score on each (if such a half-joking way of putting things is acceptable). In
this respect as well | welcome pluralism. It is fine if some nonideal theorists get many points on the
“standard model”, such as Asta if the following gets things right.

Ideal (6p) 4 X E.g. Gilbert, Searle,
Tuomela
X (A dummy theorist)
Nonideal (Op) X E.g. Asta?
Non-standard (0p) Standard (12p)

Figure 1: (Non)ideal and (non)standard as two different dimensions on which to place theorists

Burman doesn’t examine how the standard model as characterized by her applies to the theorists
she regards as non-ideal theorists (such as Asta or herself), but doing so reveals an interesting result.

The book characterizes the standard model with the help of 15 criteria. Three of these relate to the
“objects of analysis” of the standard theory. | find that part of the characterization unhelpful as it is
pretty clear that standard social ontology (as practiced by Gilbert or Tuomela, say) have analyzed a
very much longer list of phenomena.? | put those three criteria aside.

8 The following index of topics can be construed from the tables of contents of Gilbert 2013 and Tuomela 2013,
from A-Z,



This leaves us 12 defining characteristics. | think only two of those go together with the nonideal vs
ideal distinction (string quartet and bright side). So, | think one can be a full-fledged nonideal
theorist and yet score 10 “standard model points”; | illustrate this claim with Asta’s Conferralism
which perhaps meets nine or ten. | personally think it is just fine that a nonideal theory would meet
them and cannot think of a reason why it would not be fine.

It is impossible to give even partial characterization of all of these for those who haven’t read the
book, but the general point is intelligible: Burman gives the impression that the standard model and
the ideal theory are something to be rejected, but it — surprisingly - turns out that non-ideal theorists
may quite well proceed in terms of the standard model.

Here are the listed characteristics, plus observations on where Asta, or Johan Brannmark, or Asa
Burman herself, may be taken to score a standard model — point (the page references in the
footnotes are to Nonideal Social Ontology, occasionally citing original sources).

Of those, | would like to comment some (marked by *), to make clearer how | understand them.

The scope claim: general theories Asta®, Burman®?, Brannmark!!
The foundation claim: social ontology as the foundation of the Burman??
social sciences

Acceptance (Collective), Action, Attitudes (Group), Authority,

Belief (and Acceptance), Blame,

Commands, Commitment, Contract(ual Model of Fusion), Convention, Cooperation,

Duty (see Obligation)

Epistemology Collective,

Facts (Institutional), Feelings (Guilt), Fusion,

Game-theoretic contexts, Groups, Guilt,

Harmony (see Unity)

Institutions, Intentions (Collective), Import (Practical),

Joint Commitment

Liberty, Love,

Mutual Recognition,

Obligation (Political; Promissory)

Patriotism, Promisees’ Rights,

Rationality, Reasons (Social), Responsibility (Collective Moral),

Social Phenomena, Solidarity: All for One and One for All,

(Acting) Together,

Unity (Real; Social).

Values (Shared),

We-Reasoning, We-Thinking.
Note however how this list of topics (compiled independently of Burman’s book, see Laitinen 2025 in response
to Zahavi 2023) may well be thoroughly ideal theoretical. Tuomela (2013) at least himself understood his 2013
book to extend his understanding of power: “The present book widens the framework of my previous book,
The Philosophy of Sociality, to encompass cases allowing the use of power by external authorities”, so one

could perhaps add "power” to the list (but as it doesn’t figure in the table of contents it is not included).

® “The conferralist framework can be used to make sense of any social category” (123); "provides a general and
systematic alternative to ideal social ontology.” (122); ”Asta’s conferralism is an example of a general theory in
nonideal social ontology” (130)

10 »A few philosophers of this world aim to offer a general theory of social phenomena, but most aim to offer
theories of specific social phenomena, like gender and race.”(2); “the two main aims of the standard model of
ideal social ontology, aims that | certainly share: to offer general theories of the ontology of social and
institutional reality and to offer theories that are the foundation of the social sciences.”(5)

1 ”His purpose is to offer a theory that is truly general” (133)”; "(ii) general in the sense of capturing all
institutions and institutional facts” (133)

12 »aims that | certainly share: [...] to offer theories that are the foundation of the social sciences.” (5). For what
it is worth, | find this a bit grandiose. One can try to be of use of some corners of social research without



The collective intentionality claim* Asta®

The deonticity claim (Asta)™, Brannmark®

The power claim: The enabling and restricting aspects of social | Asta'®
and institutional power

The reflexivity claim* Astal’

The performativity claim * Asta'®[famously, Judith Butler]
Generic stylized facts * Asta?'8

The first-person point of view* Asta?®®

The string quartet paradigm of social groups: Small and N/A

egalitarian groups as paradigmatic

The bright side of institutions: Emphasis on the benefits, such as | N/A
solving collective action dilemmas and enabling action.

The direct social phenomena* Asta'®

The visible aspects of social reality: emphasis on transparent Asta®®
social phenomena such as being a professor.

Some clarificatory comments:
The collective intentionality claim

In the literature on collective intentionality, it is standard to distinguish between distributive
(reductive) and non-distributive (non-reductive) readings of collective intentionality — Asa Burman in
the book uses "collective” misleadingly for the non-reductive only, but that’s a revisionary usage.
The individualists and non-individualists within the collective intentionality -approach have debated
this issue extensively; and indeed, Tuomela’s account covering I-mode and we-mode aims to take
both into account.

The Reflexivity claim and Performativity claim

I've understood reflexivity and performativity in the collective intentionality -literature as the two
sides of analyses such as "P, if and only if CA(p)”. For example, if squirrel fur is Collectively Accepted
as money, it is money (performativity); and if squirrel fur is money, it is Collectively Accepted as
money (reflexivity). These relations are constitutive and synchronous, and not causal. Burman’s
focus on self-fulfilling prophesies, which involve causality and time, do not seem to capture the
standard usages of reflexivity and performativity.

claiming to provide a foundation for all.

13 »Conferred property: being cool. Who: the people in the context, collectively” (125)

14 »[nstitutional properties are understood in terms of institutional rights and institutional obligations, hence
are deontic in a narrow sense”; communal ones are "not deontic” (126)

15 "institutions are stable and structured distributions of deontic powers” (135)

16»To have the status in question just is to have the constraints and enablements in question” (Asta 2018, 29,
emphasis in original).”;”“the constraints on and enablements to a person’s behavior and action” are an
essential part of conferralism” (125-6)

17 One is a woman if others confer the property on one; and if one is a woman, others confer (have conferred)
the property on one; and same for all social properties.

18 In this respect, the two scenarios quoted at the beginning of the book (p.1) seem to be on a par. ”Consider
this scenario: you work as a coder in San Francisco. You go into your office where you are one of the guys.
After work, you tag along with some friends at work to a bar. It is a very heteronormative space, and you are
neither a guy nor a gal. You are an other. You walk up the street to another bar where you are a butch and
expected to buy drinks for the femmes.”— Asta, p. 73. "Consider a simple scene like the following. | go into a
cafe in Paris and sit in a chair at a table. The waiter comes and | utter a fragment of a French sentence. . .. The
waiter brings the beer and | drink it. | leave some money on the table and leave.” — John Searle, p. 3.”

19 Asta’s theory stresses direct conferral of visible social properties, which happens from the participatory
(second-person?) perspective. It is conferrals by you that make me a man, for example. However, the
theoretical claim that they are indeed conferred properties is made from a theorist’s third person perspective;
the participants may well be unaware of it.



Generic stylized facts

"The term “generic stylized facts” comes from Guala, who urges social ontologists to
test their theories against empirical evidence: “But this sort of generic ‘stylized facts,’
as economists would call them, carry a limited amount of useful information, and can
only take the ontological investigation thus far. In order to make further progress,
more powerful tools of empirical investigation must enter the scene” (2007, 968).”
(Burman, p.73, fn9).

| take it that Guala promotes naturalistic, scientific social ontology, whereas many philosophers
including nonideal theorists are happy to rely on their participatory understanding of the social
world. In this sense, the scenarios from Searle and Asta opening the book seem to be on a par; they
are not results of social scientific research but illustrate philosophical claims. | guess Asta’s examples
of a baseball umpire, or gendered expectations in a family meeting are “generic stylized facts” in the
relevant sense, and seem to serve their purpose just fine.

For some purposes stylized examples are good (e.g. when used for highlighting a specific feature of a
theory). What they are rightly criticized for is a lazy, fallacious induction of the form “if and because
something holds in a stylized example, then it is true everywhere in the social world”. In some cases
this is so, but only empirical research will tell.

The main point of this section has been to suggest that theorists of nonideal persuasion may well
share most features of the standard approach, and this is illustrated mostly with Asta’s Conferralism.
| also made a few brief comments on how to understand some features of the standard model. Most
importantly, | think the features Burman calls the String quartet paradigm and the Bright side of
institutions are really the ones constitutive of the ideal approach.

I would like to conclude this commentary by repeating that there is a widespread sentiment that
theories in social ontology should leave conceptual room for conflicts, hierarchies, oppression, the
dark side of institutions as well as social constellations such as economic wealth and poverty that are
not directly intended or not intended at all. | share this sentiment. Social ontologists should
definitely cover those aspects of the social world. So, | would like to thank and congratulate Asa for
the book and for the welcome wake-up call!
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