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Short Abstract

The power of human social cognition is typically associated with mental state reasoning—a
mentalistic stance. Here, we argue humans have a second equally powerful system, an insti-
tutional stance, that interprets social interactions in terms of structured sets of roles linked to
rule-like behavioral expectations. Precursors of the institutional stance in other species may
support social reasoning in the absence of complex models of mental states. However, the
institutional stance is unique in humans in its generative capacity, supporting the creation of a
myriad range of institutional structures that shape our world and enable large-scale social
coordination.

Long Abstract

Human success in navigating the social world is typically attributed to our capacity to represent
other minds – a mentalistic stance. We argue that humans are endowed with a second equally
powerful intuitive theory: an institutional stance. In contrast to the mentalistic stance, which
helps us predict and explain unconstrained behavior via unobservable mental states, the
institutional stance interprets social interactions in terms of role-based structures that constrain
and regulate behavior via rule-like behavioral expectations. We argue that this stance is sup-
ported by a generative grammar that builds structured models of social collectives, enabling
people to rapidly infer, track, and manipulate the social world. The institutional stance emerges
early in development, and its precursors can be traced across social species, but its full-fledged
generative capacity is uniquely human. Once in place, the ability to reason about institutional
structures takes on a causal role, allowing people to create and modify social structures,
supporting new forms of institutional life. Human social cognition is best understood as an
interplay between a system for representing the unconstrained behavior of individuals in terms
of minds and a system for representing the constrained behavior of social collectives in terms of
institutional structures composed of interlocking sets of roles.

1. Introduction

Humans are unparalleled in the ubiquity and complexity of their social lives. From passing
interactions to life-long relationships, we not only effortlessly navigate the social world but also
shape it by building social relations, communities, and societies. How do humans reach levels of
social complexity that no other species has achieved? Theories of human social intelligence in
the cognitive sciences have been dominated by the idea that human social interactions are
supported by a capacity tomentalize: We interpret other people’s behavior by attributingmental
states like preferences, knowledge, and desires. This allows us to explain and predict behavior,
determine how to interact with others, and even plan how to change minds. The complexity of
thismentalistic stance is distinctively human (Martin & Santos, 2016); it emerges early in infancy
(Sodian, 2011; Onishi & Baillargeon, 2005); is supported by specialized neural circuitry (Saxe &
Kanwisher, 2003; Saxe, 2006); and permeates social thought, from language understanding to
moral reasoning (Rubio-Fernandez, Berke, & Jara-Ettinger, 2024; Sperber & Wilson, 1986;
Young et al., 2007).

Here, we argue that such a view is an incomplete characterization of human social thought.
We propose that human social intelligence is best understood as the co-evolution of two systems
of social understanding, the mentalistic stance just discussed, and an institutional stance. This
institutional stance is on equal footing with the mentalistic stance in terms of representational
complexity, evolutionary history, and everyday use, but it differs in that its core representational
substrate does not involve representations of mental states. Instead, the institutional stance is an
interpretative framework generated by representations of social structures that specify how
agents interact with one another as a function of relative roles with rule-like normative
entailments.
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Consider two simple examples that illustrate the institutional
stance at work. Imagine that you are at an office building when you
see Kate step out of her office, wave at Eric at a desk outside, and
rattle off, “Can you feed my parking meter, pick up my lunch, and
push my next appointment by 30 minutes?” which Eric jots down
and rushes out to complete. In principle, we could interpret this
event through amentalistic stance: Katewants lunch delivered, and
she believes that she can fulfill her desires by uttering them to Eric.
Conversely, Eric has a recursive desire to fulfill Kate’s desires and
believes that he can do so by completing the tasks that Kate
described. Suppose now that, over the weekend, Kate goes to the
movies and spots Eric sitting a few rows away, apparently on a date.
Kate waves him over, asks him to get her some popcorn and a
fountain drink, and turns back to continue watching the movie.
Under the mentalistic analysis we just applied, this interaction
should be wholly unsurprising. It provides nothing more than
confirmatory evidence of the mental states we already attributed to
Kate. And we should further expect Eric to excuse himself and
happily go fulfill Kate’s desires. Why then does Kate’s behavior
strike us as surprising and improper, and why do we expect Eric to
be similarly taken aback? We propose that this surprise emerged
because we interpreted Eric and Kate’s first interaction not through
amentalistic stance but through an institutional stance, where each
person had different social affordances based on the roles they
occupied at that moment (e.g., Eric is Kate’s assistant) – roles they
do not presently occupy and that, therefore, no longer constrain or
predict their behavior in the ways they did before.

Consider a second example. Imagine that Laurie lands in a new
city and goes to a rental car agency where Paul greets her and helps
her fill out the required paperwork. As Laurie is filling out the
forms, she notices that the final fee is higher than she expected and
starts arguing with Paul. After a minute, Paul briefly excuses
himself, and a few minutes later, Alex shows up and picks up the
discussion with Laurie right where Paul left off. Under the men-
talistic stance, the transfer of Paul’s beliefs, desires, and intentions
to Alex is strikingly odd, and we should reasonably expect Laurie to
be surprised about the seamless swap of communicative partners.
But the uninterrupted flow of the interaction is unsurprising under
an institutional stance, where we recognize that a new person
occupying the same role will take on the goals and behaviors
attributed to that role (i.e., placating a customer). These inferences
uniquely follow from an institutional stance. To see why, consider
how different our expectations would be in a situation where the
institutional stance is notwarranted. For example, imagine Laurie’s
surprise if, during a personal argument with a close friend, the
friend excused themselves only to have a different friend step in
and pick up the argument where it had been left off. In this case, a
seemingly similar transfer of goals would be surprising, if not off-
putting.

These examples illustrate how analyzing social interactions by
appealing to role-based representations allows us to understand and
predict behavior, and they point to commonplace social situations
where mentalistic representations alone struggle to provide accurate
explanations. While it may be possible to provide a mentalistic
interpretation of some of these cases, doing so requires assuming
increasingly complex, auxiliary, context-sensitive, and intuitively
implausible mental state attributions. By contrast, we propose that
these same social interactions are seamlessly understood via an
institutional stance, an intuitive theory for analyzing behavior in
terms of underlying role-based social structures.

A growing body of work across disciplines has converged on the
idea that role-based systems are central to understanding complex

social behavior. This view spans philosophy (e.g., Maibom, 2007;
Ritchie, 2020a), computer science (Schank & Abelson, 1977),
developmental psychology (Clément, Bernard, & Kaufmann,
2011), and anthropology (e.g., Fiske, 1991), and it can be organized
into three interrelated projects. The first is to characterize the
forces that give rise to coordination and cooperation, from dyadic
relations to large institutions that are built and refined over gen-
erations (e.g., Boyer & Petersen, 2012; Teraji, 2018). The second is
to develop a social ontology characterizing what social structures
are (i.e., how should we, as theorists, formalize and study insti-
tutions; Crawford & Ostrom, 1995; Guala, 2016; Searle, 2006;
Hodgson, 2006). The third is to understand how social creatures,
without formal training, intuitively represent, reason about,
manipulate, and immerse themselves in social collectives (e.g.,
Eickers, 2024;Maibom, 2007; Noyes &Dunham, 2020; Noyes et al.,
2021; Ritchie, 2020a). Our paper aligns with this third project, and
our goal is to propose a specific theory of how humans do this, with
a focus on the structure of these cognitive representations, their
evolutionary origins, and everyday use. Thus, while there are deep
connections across these projects, our goal is not to provide a
comprehensive review of the many fields that have emphasized the
importance of roles, but to develop a particular perspective derived
from representational theories of human cognition.

Why is the institutional stance a stance? In our proposal, it is an
interpretive framework for making sense of social behavior. Like
the mentalistic stance, it can be adopted or applied as part of
everyday sense-making. It is useful to the extent that it stands in
principled relations to the real world that it allows prediction and
explanation. Consider the representations driving the mentalistic
stance (e.g., beliefs and desires). Clearly, they are highly simplified
as compared to the actual psychological causes of individual
behavior, but they are useful because they capture important
regularities. Similarly, the representations in the institutional
stance will often be considerably simpler than, and in some cases
divergent from, the actual social structures populating the world.
Adopting the institutional stance is useful so long as its underlying
representations succeed in capturing critical regularities. It is thus
important to clearly distinguish between ground truth social
structures actually present in the world and the mental repre-
sentations of social structures populating individual minds. The
institutional stance is adopted when those representations are used
to place individuals into roles and reason about their actions in
light of beliefs about those roles.

There are four central aspects to our proposal. First, people
routinely interpret and explain behavior as caused by roles in latent
institutional structures; we can apply this stance to nearly any
social interaction, even when we do not necessarily believe that
people are consciously or intentionally enacting roles; and the core
representations driving this capacity cannot be adequately char-
acterized as or reduced to mentalizing. Second, these representa-
tions are not the byproduct of general intelligence, but instead
reflect a specialized and fully coherent intuitive theory of social
behavior. Third, representations within the institutional stance go
beyond dyadic role representations. Roles are interpreted in the
context of a latent institutional representation that expresses how
they fit into a broader system of social coordination (i.e., an
institution). Fourth, the institutional stance is of comparable
complexity to the mentalistic stance: It is evolutionarily ancient,
emerges early in development, enjoys the support of specialized
computations (and, perhaps, specialized neural circuitry), and it is
uniquely human in important ways. Thementalistic stance and the
institutional stance can be thought of as providing complementary
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solutions to some of the same problems posed by social life. The
mentalistic stance provides a framework for understanding indi-
vidual agents across a wide range of contexts, including novel ones,
based on a causal theory of how mental states relate to behavior.
The institutional stance provides a framework for leveraging
recurrent patterns of multi-party social interaction to understand
how agents will engage with the world and one another in familiar
contexts, including when mentalizing is costly or fallible. While
they are independent systems, the two stances can also interact in
ways that support increasingly complex forms of social reasoning
(Figure 1).

To understand the institutional stance, it is helpful to see how
precursors can be found across multiple social species. Mentalizing
evolved to allow us to understand and predict each other’s behavior
across a wide range of contexts, in particular novel ones. However,
most social species, both now and across evolutionary history, lack
the ability to build rich interpretative models of other minds. This
led to the emergence of systems that make behavior intelligible and
predictable to solve coordination problems. Once in place, these
structures are available to become explicit objects of cognition,
driving the evolution of an interpretative stance that allows us to
build mental models of social structures.

This representational system achieves its full power in humans.
Non-human social species can represent a fixed and predeter-
mined set of institutional structures (such as kinship relations,
rank hierarchies, and troop patrols). By contrast, the human
institutional stance is generative, akin to a grammar (Crawford &
Ostrom, 1995): We can represent and create an unbounded
number of arbitrary institutional structures, from soccer teams,
knitting groups, and book clubs, to homeowner associations,
universities, and governments. In other words, the institutional
stance in humans is a full-fledged and generative system.

In the remainder of the paper, we present the case for men-
talizing as the foundation of human social intelligence (section 2)
and argue that it fails to explain socially complex behavior across
species. We propose that many forms of social coordination are
enabled through role-based systems that form precursors to the
institutional stance (section 3). We then formalize the institutional
stance (section 4), and connect it to relevant frameworks

(section 5). Finally, we discuss evidence for and implications of this
framework (sections 6–7).

2. Mentalizing as a bedrock of social intelligence

Before presenting the institutional stance, it is helpful to briefly
review the case for a mentalistic stance as a standalone cognitive
system responsible for social intelligence. Taking a mentalistic
stance is the activity of analyzing, representing, and interacting
with social events via Theory of Mind – an intuitive theory positing
unobservable mental states that cause behavior (Dennett, 1989;
Gopnik & Meltzoff, 1997; Wellman, 2014). Evidence that the
mentalistic stance is central to social cognition comes from four
lines of research that broadly tell us: How the mentalistic stance
emerges and develops; what mentalizing enables us to do that we
could not do otherwise; how this capacity is instantiated in the
brain; and how ubiquitous mentalizing is in human social life. We
briefly review each of these lines below.

The first piece of evidence that mentalizing is central to social
understanding comes from research showing that this system is
functional from very early in life. Infants interpret other people’s
behavior in terms of unobservable mental states (Onishi &
Baillargeon, 2005; Repacholi & Gopnik, 1997; Liszkowski,
Carpenter, & Tomasello 2008) that rationally cause behavior
(Gergely & Csibra, 2003; Liu et al., 2017; Woodward, 1998). This
understanding structures early childhood cognition, including
language understanding (Akhtar, Carpenter, & Tomasello, 1996;
Vaish, Demir, & Baldwin, 2011; Rubio-Fernandez, Berke, & Jara-
Ettinger, 2024), causal learning (Gergely, Bekkering, & Király,
2002; Bonawitz et al., 2011), socio-moral evaluations (Hamlin
et al., 2013; Sloane, Baillargeon, & Premack, 2012), and epistemic
vigilance (Harris, 2012; Aboody, Huey, & Jara-Ettinger, 2022).

In adults, many complex social behaviors appear to rely on
mentalizing. Computational models of mentalizing capture with
quantitative accuracy how people infer preferences (Baker et al.,
2017; Jern, Lucas, & Kemp 2017), predict behavior (Jara-Ettinger,
Schulz, & Tenenbaum 2020), cooperate (Wang et al., 2020), make
social evaluations (Ullman et al., 2009), share knowledge (Shafto,

Figure 1. Schematic of an agent applying (a) a mentalistic
stance (Section 2), (b) a simple institutional stance (Sections 3–4),
(c) an institutional stance with mentalistic agents (Section 6.3),
(d) a mentalistic stance to characterize and understand an
institutional representation (Section 6.4).
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Goodman, & Griffiths 2014; Ho et al., 2016), and communicate
(Goodman & Frank, 2016; Frank & Goodman, 2012).

Mentalizing is further supported by neural circuitry specialized
for social computations (Saxe & Kanwisher, 2003; Saxe, 2006).
These networks are directly linked to mental state representations
(Jamali et al., 2021); they are associated with social activities
thought to require mentalizing, such as communication (Mi et al.,
2021; Paunov, Blank, & Fedorenko 2019) and moral reasoning
(Young et al., 2007, 2010); and they correlate with computational
models of human mentalizing (Collette et al., 2017).

Finally, some aspects of mentalizing may be ubiquitous and
automatic. The basic building blocks – detecting agents, reading
their intentions, and inferring their goals – are hardwired into
human perception (Heider & Simmel, 1944; Gao, McCarthy, &
Scholl, 2010; McMahon & Isik, 2023), automatically triggering
richer inferences about other people’s mental states (Rubio-
Fernández et al., 2019; Kampis & Southgate, 2020).

3. Evolutionary origins of the institutional stance

While mentalizing is critical to human social intelligence, this
capacity cannot be necessary for social behavior because complex
social life is far more widespread across species than full-fledged
mentalizing. Even in species with some form of Theory of Mind,
such as non-human primates (Krupenye & Call, 2019; Royka &
Santos, 2022), their mentalistic representations can be difficult to
elicit, they are often brittle, and they lack the flexibility of human
mentalizing (Martin & Santos, 2016; Berke et al., 2025). How do
social creatures that cannot build high-resolution predictive
models of each other’s minds coordinate and cooperate with one
another?

The origins of the institutional stance reflect a pressure for
living in social groups, combined with a limited capacity to
understand and predict each other’s behavior. Simply put, social
species did not have the luxury of living in isolation until a suf-
ficiently advanced form of mentalizing evolved (and mentalizing
itself cannot emerge in full complexity in the absence of social life

and its attendant pressures; Dunbar, 2009). We propose that, to
solve this problem, species first evolve simple systems of social
organization thatmake behavior structured and predictable, but do
not require representing minds or roles. Once these forms of
collective behavior are established, being able to manipulate and
control the system becomes advantageous. A well-known principle
in engineering is that one of the most powerful ways to control a
system is by building a model of it (Conant & Ashby, 1970; Francis
&Wonham, 1976;Wilterson &Graziano, 2021), and this led to the
evolution of the capacity to represent systems of social
coordination via role-based structures (see alsoMaibom, 2007 for a
similar perspective on building social models). We specifically
propose that this can be understood in terms of three levels, which
we describe below.

3.1. Level 1: Proto-institutional systems

Much research into the evolution of social behavior suggests that
social coordination problems can be readily solved through what
we will call proto-institutional systems: emergent systems of
organization, such as kinship relations and biologically determined
divisions of labor, in which different individuals carry out different
tasks. Importantly, while this might look role-like from the outside,
it can occur without anyone in the system representing it in terms
of roles (Figure 2a). In these systems, each member knows a set of
rules and regularities that determine how to behave within a group
and how to interact with others. These simple social structures can
solve social interaction problems that would otherwise require
mentalizing. For instance, a simple linear dominance hierarchy
might encode a social affordance as basic as: in the presence of a
conspecific, the higher-ranking member can do as they please
while ignoring subordinates; subordinates must get out of the way
and not interfere with the dominant conspecific. Such social
structures enable creatures to co-exist in a group without access to
each other’s minds as long as they know how to behave within the
social system. These representations are consistent with the notion
of “minimal cooperation” (Maibom, 2007; Ritchie, 2020b), in

Figure 2. (a) A fixed proto-institutional structure where a group
of agents act in coordination, showing here a dominance hier-
archy. This type of implementation does not require users to
differentiate roles from role-occupiers, or even to represent
positions in the structure as roles at all. (b) Role-based structure
where a group has an abstract representation of the social
structure, and a mapping from agents to roles. The ability to
represent social roles as detached from individuals enables
members to consider alternate arrangements such as role
switches. (c) Group with multiple role-based representations to
structure a more complex social life. Here, the dominance rep-
resentation is a linear structure that can be expanded or com-
pressed based on group size; the caregiver/kin structure
represents a system which includes expectations for how agents
in the same role act towards one another (e.g. mutual expect-
ations among siblings or among caregivers) as well as how agents
in different roles act towards one another (e.g. expectations of
care and deference). The hunting structure represents the prey
(Rp) as a role in the system, despite the prey not being aware of
this, as well as relationships between different hunter roles. As
social complexity increases, conspecifics must represent a larger
number of role-based systems, and consider how they might
combine productively (e.g., how caregiver/kin relations affect
conflict in or have critical entailments within dominance hier-
archies). The increased number of institutional structures and the
need to reason about them compositionally may have led to the
generative institutional grammar in humans, which enables us to
rapidly synthesize and infer institutional structures.
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which individuals playing roles in organized structures can, by
simply doing their part, achieve relatively complex coordination as
long as others do the same.

These basic forms of social organization appear to be recurrent
solutions to coordination problems (Sumpter, 2010). They may
have emerged many times independently across multiple social
species, such as kinship relations, where conspecifics develop
expectations about who will react and care for an infant in need
(Dasser, 1988; Cheney & Seyfarth, 1980); primitive forms of in-
group/out-group representations (Lorenz, 2021); or forms of
coordinated hunting (such as with Aplomado falcons, where males
and females perform different but fixed tasks; Hector, 1986). One
of the best-known examples is the division of labor between
workers and soldiers in ants (Hölldobler &Wilson, 1990), who act
within biologically fixed social structures with clear roles that
provide different social affordances. This is particularly apparent in
ants in the case of dulosis – the process where parasitic ant species
capture worker ants from a different species, which then continue
to carry out their duties, now in the service of the parasitic colo-
nizers (D’Ettorre & Heinze, 2001).

We call these systems proto-institutional because members of
the social group do not, or at least need not, have any repre-
sentation of roles or of the social structure itself. That is, the role
and role-occupier are not differentiated: associating different
agents with different social affordances is enough (known as a lack
of role-filler independence; Figure 2a). Despite this, knowing what
behaviors are associated with each agent still supports some forms
of inference. For instance, the types of transitive inferences in a
dominance hierarchy (e.g., those seen among pinyon jays; Paz-y-
Miño et al., 2004) can be instantiated by simply representing each
conspecific as having a particular amount of power. The cognitive
prerequisites of a proto-institutional system are also not trivial; an
agent must know what social affordances each individual has,
including themselves. This can be achieved in a variety of ways,
including individual identification (e.g., recognizing your off-
spring) and consistent visual markers (e.g., in European paper
wasps; Tibbetts & Lindsay, 2008). These behaviors might also
require some basic form of action understanding (at a minimum, a
capacity to process body movements and make simple predictions
such as direction of motion, but they could also be grounded in
richer representations such as a teleological stance; Gergely &
Csibra, 2003). This suggests diversity in how proto-institutional
systems work, but the critical point is that these systems do not yet
require a flexible or complex representational understanding of
roles or the social structures they are embedded within.

3.2. Level 2: Fixed institutional representations with role-filler
independence

As social organization becomes more complex, groups benefit
from the ability of conspecifics to take on different jobs
depending on the context and the current group’s needs. This is
the origin of role-based systems that allow members of a group to
swap roles (Figure 2b)1. The increased flexibility of such systems
also imposes new representational and inferential demands via
role-filler independence: Members must have an abstract rep-
resentation of roles that is independent of the members occu-
pying them; they must be able to infer which role a conspecific is
occupying based on their appearance or behavior; they must
track and remember role assignments and role changes
throughout time; and they must know how to adjust their

behavior as a function of the role that they themselves, as well as
their interaction partners, occupy.

A candidate example is male dominance hierarchies in mon-
keys, which are dynamic and continuously renegotiated. Indeed,
some primates, like baboons, are thought to have specialized
intelligence for tracking and remembering rapid and complex role
changes (Cheney & Seyfarth, 2019; Bergman et al., 2003). The
variety of social behaviors non-human primates engage in also
increases the demands for context-specific systems of organization,
and it is possible that they have additional institutional repre-
sentations such as troop patrols or even multi-role hunting
structures (Boesch, 1994, 2005; although such interpretation is
disputed; see, e.g., Moll & Tomasello, 2007).

These types of abstract institutional representations may be
present beyond primates, suggesting they evolved independently
multiple times or emerged a long time ago in our evolutionary
history. In desert lions, for instance, female lions hunt through a
coordinated structure that consists of two center hunters and two
wings (Stander, 1992). While individual lions have preferred roles
that correlate with successful hunts, they can nonetheless switch
between roles, suggesting they represent the different roles and
understand that all roles must be filled for the hunt to succeed.
Naked mole rats also show role specialization (e.g., between
defense, working to sustain the burrow, and caring for young;
Faulkes & Bennett, 2021), and they switch to less preferred roles
both when a preferred role is occupied (Gilbert, Rossiter, &
Faulkes 2020) or when the animals previously fulfilling a role are
removed (Mooney et al., 2015). Another striking example comes
from honeybees, which flexibly shift from foraging to receiving
nectar. When returning foragers can’t find a bee to receive nectar,
they perform a tremble dance (distinct from the more famous
waggle dance that indicates the source of nectar); observing
foragers sometimes then switch roles to become receivers,
maintaining an optimal balance between these two activities
(Seeley, 1997).

These representations reflect the most basic capacity to build a
mental model of an institutional structure – i.e., a set of inter-
connected roles occupied by and constraining the behavior of a set
of agents. But they do not yet constitute a full institutional stance,
for two reasons. First, conspecifics only apply role representations
to the actual roles that exist, rather than employing them to
interpret any form of collective behavior, where roles can be a
useful fiction through which to make sense of what is happening.
Second, the set of institutional structures that conspecifics can
represent is predetermined (Figure 2c). There is no evidence of
variability or cultural innovation across groups, even when they
live in ecologically very different circumstances (di Fiore &
Rendall, 1994). However, within these bounds, these representa-
tions are already minimally generative, in that the exact number of
roles is mutable, e.g., a dominance hierarchy can expand and
contract based on group size.

3.3. Level 3: Generative institutional representations

Species that evolved fixed institutional representations have
internally generative models of the social organizations they are
part of (e.g., representing hierarchies of arbitrary size or multiple
friend cliques). But as social life becomes more complex, social
species have a growing repertoire of increasingly complex social
organizations that govern behavior in different circumstances.
Chimpanzees, for example, have separate male and female
dominance hierarchies, friendship coalitions, caring relations, and
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troop patrols. At this point, we hypothesize that three pressures
come together to create a fully-realized institutional stance. First,
the growing repertoire of social organizations creates a pressure to
efficiently place them in a common representational space. Second,
the complexity of social life creates a pressure to reason about how
different social systems get combined (e.g., how to predict the
behavior of a conspecific who is simultaneously dominant in the
hierarchy but also a family member; Bergman et al., 2003). Finally,
the separation of role and role occupier allows increasing recog-
nition that some social arrangements are more beneficial than
others, entailing new advantages if one has the capacity to change
those arrangements.

This leads to the full-fledged institutional stance, which we
propose is uniquely human. There are two key differences in this
final implementation. The first is that the representations over
institutions are fully generative: they no longer rely on a fixed set of
evolutionarily ancient role-based systems. Instead, we have a
generative representational system to synthesize novel institutional
structures, leading to an ability to understand any kind of role-
based system, including ones we have never encountered in evo-
lutionary history, from reading clubs and sports teams to uni-
versity committees and governments. And, as we explain in Section
6.4, this interpretative framework becomes a system that is itself
reused for creating new institutional structures, leading to an
explosion of role-based systems in human society. This implies that
we are equipped with a grammar for generating institutional
structures, which can be built over complex representations of
roles. In other words, we have an intuitive Theory of Institutions,
akin to our Theory of Mind. The second key difference is that this
ability to create arbitrary social structures allows us to apply this
form of reasoning to any social system, making it a full-blown
stance. This means that we can use it not only to reason about
established systems of social organization, but also as a way to
interpret social collectives even when we don’t necessarily think the
members think of themselves as implementing an institutional
structure with roles (e.g., interpreting sibling dynamics or friend
groups in terms of roles).

This is the institutional stance, which enables us to (1)
understand complex social behavior in terms of structured systems
of interconnected roles, (2) compositionally construct new such
systems, and (3) use that knowledge to interact with others. Indeed,
the ethologists’ ability to watch animal behavior and infer the
complex latent institutional representations at play is itself the
institutional stance in use. Even if the cases we reviewed above
turned out not to be precursors to the institutional stance, the
propensity of humans to interpret animal behavior in this way
illustrates our tendency to read complex social behavior through
latent representations of roles and role relations.We now formalize
this proposal, review supporting evidence, and discuss its
implications.

4. The institutional stance

We now turn to a formal description of the institutional stance. In
brief, to take the institutional stance is to represent an individual or
a group’s behavior in terms of a set of interconnected roles that
regulate and guide how behavior unfolds over space and time.
Roles are defined by internal representations of how they operate
and how they relate to other roles. This network of interconnected
roles constitutes the abstract representation of an institution. We
describe the representational commitments entailed by each of
these key components below.

4.1. What is an institution?

When deploying the institutional stance, an institution is a type of
cognitive representation consisting of a set of interconnected roles
with a level of persistence and continuity. These representations
don’t need to be explicitly codified or mapped onto formal insti-
tutions, and they can also represent evolutionarily ancient social
interactions like caring relations, as well as informal relations like
friendships. Specifically, an institution can be thought of as a
representation of a graph, where each node represents a role and
each edge represents a relation.

Representations of roles are defined by the content of the role
(i.e., how does one behave in that role?) and the conditions through
which an agent can occupy or leave it. While the specifications of
role content are likely flexible and can be culturally modified, most
roles have three properties. First, they encode tasks or functions
(i.e., the everyday meaning of role) that the role occupier proto-
typically enacts. Second, they encode socially granted powers that
allow particular affordances specific to the role. Third, they impose
limitations on how one can wield the socially granted power and
how they complete their tasks or function. These components
typically reference other roles (i.e., they are graph edges linking the
role to other roles). For example, a barista has the task of fulfilling
customer orders, the power to charge their credit cards, and the
constraint that they must be friendly. But in some cases, they can
also be standalone role features. For instance, we can represent a
janitor without referencing other roles, as charged with keeping a
building clean, and with access to all rooms after 5 pm. Critically,
roles do not always need to have all three components. We can
represent roles that don’t encode any task (e.g., care recipient),
roles that don’t grant any power (e.g., lowest ranking member in a
hierarchy), and roles that don’t impose any limitations (e.g.,
authoritarian dictator). However, at least one of these features
must be present. A role with no purpose, power, or limitations has
no behavioral or interpretative consequences.

In some cases, occupying a role is accomplished by simply
enacting it, and one can leave a role by simply ceasing to behave as
expected (e.g., one stops being a friend by no longer enacting the
role of a friend). In other cases, entry conditions are more for-
malized, such as needing to be approved by the occupant of
another role. Thus, entry and departure conditions frequently
reference other roles that have the power to grant or coerce agents
into other roles, as well as to revoke them. But the powers and
limitations generated by the role are contingent on actively
occupying it; for example, the barista can be a customer while
off duty.

Critically, an institutional representation does not need to be a
complete representation of the graph’s structure. More often than
not, representing a subset of the graph is enough. For instance, our
naive representation of universities only references a small set of
roles that are most relevant to us (e.g., undergraduates, graduate
students, department chairs), without representing the entire
complex structure of actual roles. Each representation of a role can
also be simplified relative to the true nature of a role, such as an
undergraduate representing a professor role in terms of only
teaching obligations. However, even when reasoning about a single
role (e.g., the janitor), we are aware that the role is situated within a
broader system of roles. This knowledge helps us navigate the
institution effectively: e.g., if we wanted to change the time of day in
which the janitor enters our laboratory, we might speak with them
directly, but we might also consider whether the right intervention
involves a discussion with someone else, say an office manager.
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Rather remarkably, we can do this even if we had never previously
thought about the janitor’s position in the institutional structure at
all; this is a hint as to the generative nature of institutional rep-
resentations, something we return to below.

4.2. Intuitive institutions, theories of institutions, and real
institutions: What’s the connection?

The building blocks of our framework are similar to those used in
formal theories of institutions developed in social sciences and
philosophy (e.g., Crawford & Ostrom, 1995; Hodgson, 2006). We
believe this is no coincidence. At the beginning of any formal
endeavor, theoreticians have no other way to evaluate the plau-
sibility of a proposal other than comparing it against their intu-
itions. Inevitably, then, seminal formalizations of different
phenomena often share crucial similarities to our intuitive theories.
To give just two examples, human intuitive physics is surprisingly
similar to the first formalizations of physical laws (Battaglia,
Hamrick, & Tenenbaum 2013) and, within mentalizing, intuitions
about how others make decisions are also strikingly similar to
principles of classical economics (Jara-Ettinger et al., 2016). The
origins of a formal inquiry into social ontology and theories of
institutions may be no exception. This suggests that theories of
formal institutions, particularly within social ontology, could hold
valuable clues as to the nature of our intuitive theories of insti-
tutions (e.g., Guala, 2016; Crawford & Ostrom, 1995; Searle, 2005).

Further, adopting the institutional stance allows for analyzing
social relationships in terms of institutional representations even
when those representations do not clearly map onto the external
institutional structure. This can occur when the external structure
may or may not even be institutional (as in the friend group
example mentioned above) as well as when the useful institutional
representation departs from the formal institutional (e.g. when
reasoning about a cafe, it is pragmatically useful to consider the role
of customer in relation to the role of barista, even though the
customer is not part of the formal institutional structure at all).
This highlights the distinction between our focus on the institu-
tional stance as an intuitive theory of person perception and the
analysis of formal institutions that other social scientists might
undertake.

5. Relation to competing perspectives on social reasoning

Our proposal builds on a broad family of approaches that aim to
explain how people understand each other in ways that cannot be
reduced to mentalizing. However, there are also alternative
accounts that aim to explain similar phenomena without positing
structured role representations as their foundation. These can be
roughly organized into accounts for how people represent social
collectives, how we represent socially structured behavior, and how
we represent social interactions.

5.1. Representing collectives

The idea that people not only represent other people’s minds, but
also represent social collectives has a long history in cognitive
science and philosophy, grounded in the idea that humans have a
folk sociology – an intuitive theory of how people organize around
notions of groups that help us identify social types, evaluate them,
and develop shared expectations for how group members behave
(Rhodes & Baron, 2019; Hirschfeld, 2013; Clément, Bernard, &
Kaufmann 2011; Ritchie, 2020a; Shutts & Kalish, 2021).

Work in folk sociology has revealed that, from early childhood,
people have a natural tendency to categorize people. This is most
prominently in our tendency to divide the social world into “us”
versus “them” (and positively evaluate the “us” in myriad ways;
Dunham, 2018). But it also includes a large set of group categories
that are essentialized – i.e., thought to be determined by patterns of
deep internal, perhaps genetic or biological, similarity (Gelman,
2004; Rhodes & Mandalaywala, 2017), like race and gender
(e.g., Prentice & Miller, 2007) – such that these categories are
represented as stable and immutable. These types of social rep-
resentations in folk sociology are not part of the institutional
stance, in that they are intuitively represented as “natural” cat-
egories intrinsically embedded in and stable to the person, rather
than represented as interconnected roles that one can pass into and
out of. At the same time, recent work in folk sociology has noted
that not all social categories are essentialized. Many social groups
are better defined via deontic or normative properties (i.e., via
rights and obligations assigned to members; e.g., Foster-Hanson &
Rhodes, 2019; Kalish & Lawson, 2008). Moreover, both children
and adults believe that social and cultural forces can produce
meaningful social kinds (Noyes & Keil, 2020), via social agreement
(Noyes & Dunham, 2017) and formal membership criteria (Noyes
& Dunham, 2020). Even the most frequently essentialized social
categories such as race and gender can be reconceptualized in a
role-like manner; indeed, we believe this is precisely what social
ontologists have done in arguing that such categories are actually
structured representations of hierarchical roles, such that to be
conceived of as a woman or racial minority is to occupy a sub-
ordinate position (Ásta, 2018; Haslanger, 1995, 2000).

We believe that these second kinds of social categories emerge
from the institutional stance, and they should be, therefore,
understood as reflecting a separate cognitive system that is not
supported by essentialized representations (Noyes et al., 2021).
Thus, while we agree with this recent work rejecting essentialism as
a universal representation of social categories, we diverge from it in
two ways. First, past work has suggested that these socially con-
structed categories are not a primitive type of representation in the
human mind, and that they emerge rather late in development
(approximately by age seven; Noyes, Keil, & Dunham, 2018, 2020),
whereas we believe that institutional structures are evolutionarily
ancient and readily available in infancy (although some compo-
nents involve maturation and/or learning; see Section 6.1). Second,
much of this past work has studied social groups as undiffer-
entiated containers of group members in which exchangeable
individuals inherit properties (whether traits and behaviors or
rights and obligations) directly from the group’s attributes. In our
account, these representations have rich internal structure speci-
fying how roles are related to others in specific ways (see also Noyes
et al., 2021; Ritchie, 2020a). In this way, the institutional stance
aligns with recent work taking seriously the structured relation-
ships between groups and the distinct patterns of reasoning that
emerge from them (Amemiya et al., 2022; Vasilyeva & Lombrozo,
2020; Vasilyeva, Gopnik, & Lombrozo 2018; Yang, Naas, &
Dunham 2021).

5.2. Representing socially structured behavior

In our account, institutional representations are grounded in
representations of roles, each with membership conditions and
content. While we are relatively agnostic about the exact internal
representational nature of these components, norms are a prom-
ising candidate representation that could encode the duties, power,
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and limitations in a role. It is thus worth considering whether this
view, in its strongest form, means that we don’t even need to appeal
to roles, and our proposal can be reduced to the idea that people
encode agent-relative norms that affect behavior. In what way does
the institutional stance go beyond this idea?

Normative systems are critical for social coordination in three
ways. First, norms reduce coordination costs by making behavior
predictable; if I knowwhat you are likely to do I can easily adaptmy
behavior to be complementary (and you can do the same). Second,
since norm violations undermine cooperation, violators may face
reputational costs or retaliation. Knowing this incentivizes com-
pliance and produces a “sense of should,” i.e., an internalized belief
that one should comply (Theriault, Young, & Barrett 2021). Third,
given potential costs associated with negotiating ad-hoc norms on
the fly, norms tend to stabilize within groups, allowing
coordination to proceed more easily.

In particular, some recent work has suggested that some
integration of folk psychology with norms can provide a powerful
framework for reasoning about others (e.g., Eickers, 2024; McGeer,
2021, Andrews, Spaulding, & Westra 2021). Our perspective also
asserts that norms are critical to maintaining cooperative social life
and extends this claim in two ways. First, even if the institutional
stance is composed from basic representation of norms, the way in
which norms are structured is not trivial, requiring mechanisms
for representing norms as bundled into roles and related to other
roles in normatively laden ways. Bundling norms into roles
requires the machinery we elaborated on above, i.e., specifying
membership conditions, limitations, and/or socially granted
powers. Further, the cognitive machinery necessary to structure
and productively build complex social structures over roles is not
trivial, and is the key to turning the social world’s vast set of norms
into a useful interpretive system.

The second and related point of departure is that, in
grounding the institutional stance in norms, it suggests the need
for a special type of institutional norm that has largely been
neglected in the literature. Classical accounts divide norms into
two types: injunctive (enforced through social pressure, e.g.,
being quiet in a library) and descriptive (emergent behavioral
patterns without enforcement; e.g., clapping after a play
(Kallgren, Reno, & Cialdini 2000; Lapinski & Rimal, 2005).
Institutional norms have three features that do not fit this
dichotomy: (1) they are role-dependent, with their scope
defined by a role and its position in the underlying institutional
structure (rather than scope being defined by context, statistical
prevalence, or degree of social enforcement); (2) adherence to a
norm is represented as a causal consequence of occupying a role
(i.e., we reason that norm adherence can be explained by the
role, a la formal explanation), rather than a merely descriptive
pattern or a prudential one generated by fear of retaliation; and
(3) failing to adhere to a norm is often seen as evidence that the
agent is no longer occupying a role, rather than as a punishable
offense or as evidence that the norm is less descriptive of the
population (e.g., spotting this morning’s barista sitting at a table
at a coffee shop and eating lunch would not lead us to revise our
beliefs about barista roles, and we wouldn’t expect them to be
subject to punishment for non-compliance, nor would we walk
up to them and ask for a coffee). Many norms within the
institutional stance may well be special cases of descriptive or
injunctive norms. But our point is that reasoning about when a
norm becomes relevant or active in social settings requires a
latent representation of the institutional structure, such that an
account that simply enumerates injunctive and descriptive

norms will be insufficient to produce the type of reasoning the
institutional stance provides.

Moving up to the representation of a role as a unit, some related
work has argued that these representations are instantiated by a
capacity to share intentions (in psychology: Tomasello, et al., 2005;
Tomasello & Carpenter, 2007; in philosophy: Searle, 2006; Gilbert,
1992). Consider the task of collaboratively opening a cardboard
box, in which one person holds the box while the other cuts it open
(Tomasello et al., 2005). Each agent has a set of focal goals they
must keep in mind (hold the box steady; cut the tape with the box
cutter), but they must also keep in mind the goal of their partner,
and adjust their behavior to comply with the higher and lower-level
implementation their partner adopts. Once this entire structure is
represented, role switching is unproblematic; the holder can
become the cutter and vice versa.

Proposers of shared intentionality have argued that this
capacity is unique to humans (Tomasello & Carpenter, 2007;
Tomasello &Herrmann, 2010; Tomasello &Moll, 2010) and that it
is a cognitive prerequisite for role representations that produce
cooperative behavior (Moll & Tomasello, 2007; Tomasello, 2022).
Therefore, this view might imply that the institutional stance
ultimately depends on mentalistic representations. We do not
believe this is the case. Shared intentions are undoubtedly part of
how people represent roles in the institutional stance, but a core
claim of our perspective is that this needn’t, and often isn’t, the
case. The institutional stance allows us to analyze any behavior as if
it were governed by latent roles, even when the agents are per-
forming role-like behavior without a representation of roles or
joint intentionality. In this sense, the roles within the institutional
stance are not Tomasellian roles (Tomasello, 2020). Thus, we can
think of emergent social coordination in terms of roles without
committing ourselves to the view that the social creatures are
engaging in joint intentionality.

5.3. Representing interactions

Finally, at the lowest level, the institutional stance represents social
interactions. One prominent set of alternatives comes from schema
and script approaches to social cognition (Bartlett, 1932; Eickers,
2023, 2024;Mandler, 2014; Taylor &Crocker, 2022). Schemas refer
to knowledge that structures and organizes a particular behavioral
domain, which is sometimes analogized to a dramatic script. For
example, a supermarket script might describe the types and
sequences of activities that take place in a supermarket. This
knowledge is organized via the roles that frequently occur in that
setting as well as the activities that characterize those roles. For
instance, it might specify the role of shopper in terms of activities
like getting a shopping cart, gathering groceries, going to the
registrar, paying, and leaving with groceries; a role of cashier in
terms of things like scanning each item, placing items in bags,
accepting payment, and so on. Critically, script approaches provide
a domain general account of how information governing familiar
domains of behavior is organized. One can in this sense have a
script for solitary and non-social activities such as building a
campfire.

In our view, script representations are a broad capacity that
reflects general intelligence and can be applied to any domain.
Indeed, these can be thought of as model-free representations of
sequential events, social or not. The institutional representations
proposed in our account go beyond simple sequences of how
actions typically unfold and so are able to explain behavior not
merely as the next line in a script, but rather as the causal
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consequence of institutional representations. This can be seen by
considering the limitations of a social representation that has
nothing but scripts. Such a representation would only be useful as
long as events unfold as unexpected, but would be of little use when
an unexpected event happens. By contrast, the institutional stance
also provides guidance as to what to do when an expected social
interaction breaks down. For instance, if a barista deviates from the
expected behavior by being rude or unhelpful, we are not merely at
a loss about what to do. Rather, because we represent the cashier as
linked to other roles such as a manager, we can flexibly consider
how to intervene (at least, if we decide it’s worth the time). Thus,
while script-like representations are a basic form of efficient
storage that high-level cognition makes use of in a variety of ways,
they become dynamic and generative when embedded within a
mental model of role-based behaviors and the relation
between them.

Another important framework for thinking about social rela-
tionships arises out of the Relational Models Theory (Fiske, 1991),
and a recent proposal that Fiske-style relational models are at the
heart of an innate “core knowledge” system for thinking about
relationships (Thomas, 2024) in which authority, communal
sharing, and equality matching are the initial building blocks of
more complex understandings of relationships. In our view, these
relational models are simple institutional structures capturing a
particular configuration of roles and relations. They emerge early
and are culturally ubiquitous because the simplicity of their
structure and role contents makes them useful tools for under-
standing real-world phenomena such as ingroup-outgroup
structures and dominance hierarchies. Thus, rather than proposing
a small number of innate relationship templates, we propose that
even infants are able to flexibly construct all of these institutional
models, and likely many more, via a particular type of generative
grammar operating over roles.

6. Institutional stance in use

Having defined the institutional stance, we now turn our discussion
to questions that arise about this framework: How does the insti-
tutional stance emerge and develop (Section 6.1)? How is the
institutional stance deployed in everyday life (Section 6.2)? How do
the institutional stance and the mentalistic stance interact (Section
6.3)? And what kinds of social behaviors does the institutional stance
uniquely explain (Section 6.4)?

6.1. How are institutional representations acquired?

6.1.2. The emergence and development of role-based
representations
According to our view, the core capacity to represent institutional
structures is not culturally acquired but evolutionarily endowed
(although the capacity to represent large and complex multi-role
institutions will naturally depend on domain-general capacities
like memory and attention that develop substantially over early
childhood). This predicts that even infants should show a basic
capacity to represent behavior in terms of roles. Consistent with
this, infants can readily represent social interactions in terms of
stable dominance representations, which they use to make pre-
dictions (Enright, Gweon, & Sommerville 2017; Mascaro & Csibra,
2012; Thomsen, et al., 2011; Stavans & Baillargeon, 2019; Mascaro
et al, 2023). Critically, they also distinguish dominance through
coercion (which does not require a role representation) from
dominance that has been socially granted (i.e., role-like; Margoni,

Baillargeon, & Surian 2018; Thomas et al., 2018), and they make
transitive inferences from pairwise dominance displays (Gazes,
Hampton, & Lourenco 2017; Mascaro et al., 2023), revealing they
are representing the roles as part of a larger structure. Similarly,
infants can also readily represent social interactions in terms of
caring relations (Spokes & Spelke, 2017), which can be particularly
difficult to understand under a mentalistic stance (Gopnik, 2023).

Can infants also represent more abstract types of roles
(i.e., detecting roles that are not necessarily tied to evolutionarily
ancient ones like dominance or caring)? Some evidence suggests
this is the case: infants can encode simple social interactions in the
context of latent social structures (Powell & Spelke, 2013; Thomas,
Saxe, & Spelke 2022), and find it surprising when an agent and
patient swap behaviors in an interaction, suggesting that they
detect role reversals (Golinkoff & Kerr, 1978; Schöppner, Sodian, &
Pauen 2006; Tatone, Geraci, & Csibra 2015). Similarly, infants
readily represent object transfer events in role-like terms: an actor
giving an object to a recipient (Tatone, Hernik, & Csibra 2019).

Research with older children also decisively shows that their
patterns of inference and prediction show different signatures than
mentalizing. For example, in a series of studies (Clément, Bernard, &
Kaufmann 2011), 3-year-old children show the classic failure to
reason about false beliefs by predicting that a person will look for an
object where it actually is rather than where, based on the available
information, the person ought to believe it is. But when this same
dilemma is framed as the application of a rule (e.g., dolls are always
in the toy box), these same 3-year-olds expect the agent to look in the
toy box even though the children themselves know it is no longer
there. Similarly, classic inferences associated with the mentalizing
system, like inferring that a hinderer has bad intentions (Ullman
et al., 2009) or that an agent who incurs a higher cost has a strong
preference (e.g., Jara-Ettinger et al., 2016), change markedly when
the agent is presented as performing a role. In such cases, a hinderer
is seen as performing a role-linked requirement (e.g., preventing
someone from entering a restricted area), and incurring higher costs
does not reveal agent’s personal preferences but rather the
normative entailments of the role (Baker, Jara-Ettinger, & Dunham
under review).

6.1.3. Aligning institutional representations to the social world
While infants can already represent social interactions in terms of
roles, the exact nature of how they represent the content of roles
develops, including for relations that are evolutionarily ancient. In
the case of caregiving, infants’ first-person experience shapes how
they represent caring relations: infants who are securely attached
(Ainsworth, 1979) have stronger abstractly coded expectations that
a caregiver will comfort a distressed agent (Johnson, Dweck, &
Chen 2007; Johnson et al., 2010). In the case of hierarchies, infants
readily attend to the existence of culturally specific social cat-
egories, and can learn the roles through passive language learning –
evidenced by Tseltal infants in southern Mexico learning their
languages’ honorific terms from indirect passive exposure
(Foushee & Srinivasan, 2023).

At the same time, being able to represent the institutional
structures that align with complex real-world social dynamics is a
cognitively complex activity that we suspect must take years to
develop, and this may be an underappreciated dimension of
cognitive development in early childhood. Consistent with this,
young children selectively devote time, attention, and memory to
learn the social structures in their world. Children have better
knowledge and memory of role-based events than specific events
(Fivush, 1984), suggesting they are motivated to learn these
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patterns. Moreover, their ability to make inferences from role-
based social interactions (such as whether the shoppers paid the
cashier) surpasses their ability to make simple logical inferences or
inferences from general world knowledge (Hudson & Slackman,
1990), suggesting that they are learning to encode the role-based
social information into an institutional structure that they can use
to reason about the social world. At these ages, children are also
strongly motivated to learn norms (Schmidt & Rakoczy, 2023), and
they represent them as having scope that is restricted to only a set
of individuals (Schmidt, Rakoczy, & Tomasello 2012), which they
can infer purely through observation (Partington, Nichols, &
Kushnir 2023), revealing that they have the capacity to begin to
detect, infer, and organize norms into role-based representations.

Critically, children do not just learn how to reason about
institutional representations via observation alone, but also by
enacting them. Children in social groups are notoriously eager to
enforce the social norms they’ve learned (Partington Nichols, &
Kushnir 2023; Schmidt et al., 2016; Rakoczy, Warneken, &
Tomasello 2008; Rakoczy & Schmidt, 2013), and they sponta-
neously create basic social structures in their group interactions
(including hierarchies similar to those seen in non-human pri-
mates; McGrew, 1972; Sluckin & Smith, 1977). More strikingly,
children also practice and reinforce their understanding of role-
based behavior through pretend play. While children are often
characterized in terms of their rich imaginations, much of what
they actually imagine is relatively mundane, frequently focusing on
the enactment of role scripts (Harris, 2021): much of children’s
pretend play is sociodramatic – pretend play that enacts real-life
roles such as caregiver, shopkeeper, doctor, or schoolteacher, as
opposed to fictional ones (Christie, 1982; Corsaro, 1979, 1993), and
children engage in these activities in part because they are unable to
actually do them (Taggart, Heise, & Lillard 2018; Taggart et al.,
2020). These behaviors provide a powerful way for children to
acquire, refine, and solidify their causal models of latent institu-
tional structures.

6.1.4. Inferring institutional structures as adults
To what extent are the learning algorithms that humans use in this
process specific to the institutional stance? While this is an open
question, research into adults suggests that this capacity might be a
combination of domain-general and domain-specific algorithms.

First, the capacity to learn institutional representations is likely
supported by the general ability to detect the covariation between
behaviors and situational contexts (Kelley, 1980; Seiver, Gopnik, &
Goodman 2013; Ruffman, Taumoepeau, & Perkins 2012). This
work has largely explored how people infer the extent to which
people’s behavior might be due to a situational context (rather than
an intrinsic and stable mental state), but these same principles
should have the power to help detect roles and infer their content.
For instance, imagine walking into a building and having a person
greet you. You might initially assume they were just being polite,
but if you continue visiting the building throughout the year and
notice that there is always a person there waiting to greet you, this
pattern of covariation reveals the presence and content of a role.

Similarly, adults can use Bayesian inference to infer key aspects
of institutional structures such as group boundaries (Lau et al.,
2018; Gershman & Cikara, 2020) and to reconstruct the institu-
tional graph that best explains how agents are interacting with one
another (Davis, Jara-Ettinger, & Dunham 2022). According to
Bayesian frameworks, doing so requires integrating domain-spe-
cific capacities – in this case, a causal model of institutions that
specifies the likelihood function (i.e., the likelihood through which

different hypotheses about institutions would produce the
observed behaviors) – with domain-general ones that integrate
priors and likelihoods to produce posterior beliefs (see Griffiths,
Chater, & Tenenbaum, 2024). Here, research has also found that
knowledge of roles also helps people quickly generalize behavior,
even when they don’t know the full set of interconnected roles
(Hackel & Kalkstein, 2023).

Finally, the ability to mentalize likely makes learning institu-
tional structures easier, particularly for adults. When we realize
that an agent should be interpreted through an institutional stance,
we can apply our Theory of Mind to their behavior and attribute
the underlying inferences to the role rather than to the individual.
For instance, imagine watching an unfamiliar sport, like the pre-
Columbian game pok-ta-pok. Applying standard Theory of Mind,
one would infer that the players are trying to hit a rubber ball with
their hips to reach the opposite wall or pass it through a stone ring,
which we can then interpret as the rules of the game, rather than
idiosyncratic mental states of the individuals (Whittington &
Bradley, 2001).

6.2. When do we deploy the institutional stance?

Given that people can analyze behavior in terms of mental states,
when do we choose to apply the institutional stance instead? This
can be a challenging problem, because many behaviors can be
explained either as the expression of a role or as a combination of
an appropriate belief and desire.

At one extreme, it is possible that the institutional stance is
pervasively and automatically operating in all or nearly all social
settings. This would follow if its evolutionary history and centrality
to social cognition run as deep as mentalizing, which has often
been described as automatically deployed (Kampis & Southgate,
2020). Even in the cases where we are richly mentalizing about
others, latent role representations – such as “friend,” “co-worker,”
or even “stranger” – might nonetheless provide a set of expect-
ations that could greatly simplify social settings (e.g., they might
help us assign traits that simplify mentalizing;Westra, 2018, 2020).
With this in mind, return to our paper’s opening example, where
Kate asks Eric to fulfill certain roles when they run into each other
at the cinema. The surprise of the untoward request could come
not only from knowing that the previous roles are no longer
operative, but also because we know and are automatically tracking
new roles – “acquaintance” or “friend” – that have very different
entailments.

Interestingly, some evidence about the automaticity of these
processes comes from classical work that is usually thought to
showcase the primacy and automaticity of mentalizing. Consider
Heider & Simmel’s (1944) classic study showing that people
spontaneously interpret the behavior of geometrical shapes as
agentive. While some of those interpretations evoked mental state
language, many of the original participants also used role-based
language, e.g., talking about villains and heroes or parents and
children. Moreover, the basic units of analysis often invoke
primitive role relations like chasing and fighting, which are
detected from low-level statistical movement cues that might be
culture-independent (Barrett et al., 2005). Some more recent
evidence has also found that, in self-paced reading tasks, the
mention of a role triggers immediate expectations about how the
agent is likely to act, whether they are replaceable (i.e., a role can be
replaced by another agent), and even what kind of knowledge they
might possess (Baker, Dunham, & Jara-Ettinger 2024). This
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suggests that some aspects of the institutional stance might be
pervasive and automatic.

The breadth of the institutional stance can also be illustrated by
cases in which agents take action to encourage others to apply the
stance to them. This is particularly the case when their behavior is
the result of a role and where it is critical for observers to recognize
that fact (e.g., police officers directing traffic). In other words, to
ensure that our own behavior is appropriately interpreted through
the institutional stance when relevant, we broadcast the roles we
occupy to help resolve potential ambiguity. The efforts to do so
have been dubbed “status indicators” (Searle, 2006). Visible
markers like uniforms – which are pervasive in the social world,
such as those worn by police officers, priests, lifeguards, doctors,
and baristas – are notable examples. Consider Figure 3, which
shows two identical agents taking identical actions in identical
contexts. The simple presence of an apron leads to a radical
revision of how we interpret the behavior and mental states of the
agent on the right. In the first case, we might infer that the person
likes olive oil, intends to get some, and is likely to cook a meal with
it that week. In the second case, the same behavior no longer reveals
any personal attitude towards olive oil, and we instead read the
behavior as revealing a role-based task, such as ensuring that the oil
has not yet passed the sell-by date.

In related cases, agents signal their institutional status in other
ways, most notably verbally. Emails may begin with a disclosure
such as “I’m writing in my capacity as Chair of the Search
Committee” to indicate that the action one is taking (perhaps
rejecting a candidate) should be attributed to the carrying out of an
institutional role rather than the agent’s personal beliefs and
desires. In some such cases, speakers even explicitly disavow the
mental states that might normally be inferred from the behavior
(“it gives me no pleasure to have to write this letter : : : ”), a form of
speech that can be interpreted as urging the recipient to consider
their behavior the enactment of a role demand rather than a
personal desire. These institutional disclosures are even deployed
in more informal roles: consider someone in a heated debate
declaring that they are simply “playing the devil’s advocate.”

Beyond physical institutional indicators (e.g., uniforms) and
linguistic constructions (e.g., explicitly disclosing an institutional
role), markers of institutionality might sometimes even be
embedded in language itself. For instance, many languages use
different pronouns to encode levels of formality (Brown &Gilman,
1960; Giglioli, 1972) that coincide with institutional roles.
Examples of this include the T-V distinction in Indo-European
languages (e.g., tú/usted in Spanish), honorifics in Japanese in
which relative status is encoded in verb endings (McCready, 2019),
or Nahuatl honorifics (a four-level morphological system; Hill &
Hill, 1978). It is possible that these linguistic markers are used not
only for deferential purposes but to signal when an engagement
ought to be read through an institutional stance rather than a
mentalistic one.

Despite such efforts to encourage or discourage the adoption of
the institutional stance, there will remain many cases in which
people must determine whether or not to adopt it in the absence of
clear status indicators. In these cases, the ability to detect automatic
behavior can help us detect scripted behavior that could be caused
by a role (Ulman & Bass, 2024). Knowledge of the institutional
structure that one is operating within also likely helps us infer the
relevant roles. Imagine, for instance, walking into a coffee shop and
having a person in plain clothes greet you and ask you what you
want. In this case, the low likelihood that a stranger would be
motivated to spontaneously inquire about your general desires,
combined with our knowledge of the roles typically found in coffee
shops and our awareness that they are frequently not visibly
marked, is enough for us to identify a role agent and so adopt the
institutional stance with respect to them. In cases like these, it may
be that the institutional structure is assumed to be well known, that
leads to a decreased use of institutional markers. While these
strategies might be particularly powerful for adults, they might also
be available to children in some capacity. For instance, young
children have expectations about what types of costs are reasonable
to incur for others (e.g., ask for help only when the helper can
accomplish the goal more easily than you could alone; Grosse,
Moll, & Tomasello 2010; Jara-Ettinger et al., 2020), and violations
of such expectations might help reveal roles and the tasks they
perform.

Nonetheless, the strategies described above, both identifying
institutional indicators and inferring roles from knowledge of
institutional settings even in the absence of those indicators, are
more likely to work for enculturated adults with rich knowledge of
the institutions they encounter. It cannot account for actions
within highly unfamiliar or entirely novel institutional structures
(a domain which, even ifmodest in adulthood, will be vast earlier in
development). This makes the mechanisms for inferring the
hidden institutional structure reviewed in 6.1 critical, a process
likely boosted by explicit cultural transmission concerning insti-
tutions and their central roles.

6.3. Interplay with mentalizing

6.3.1. Institutional stance without mentalizing
Given that humans have a mentalistic stance and an institutional
stance, how do the two interact? To start, the institutional stance
can reduce the cognitive costs and uncertainty associated with
mentalizing: Structured role representations allow us to effortlessly
engage in an otherwise complex interaction without invoking
representations of beliefs or desires. For instance, if you order a
coffee at a coffee shop and interpret the barista under the insti-
tutional stance, you might then simply assume that the goal will be

Figure 3. Two identical agents taking identical actions in the same context. The
single presence of an apron invites observers to take an institutional stance that
triggers different inferences, predictions, and expectations. Rather than reading the
behavior as revealing an agent’s desire for olive oil, we are more likely to construe it as
revealing a role obligation, such as restocking or checking the sell-by date.
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fulfilled, and that a coffee will materialize within a few minutes,
without the need to actively track and infer the barista’s mental
states to determine whether the barista indeed has the goal of
preparing the coffee for you or not. This could be broadly similar to
how we can interact with a vending machine expecting an out-
come, such as (an admittedly awful) coffee to appear, without
attributing a rich mental life to the vending machine. In both cases,
this is possible because of a structured understanding of particular
contexts defined at least in part via how our actions in one role will
tend to produce reactions in other roles.

There are a few lines of research suggesting that the institutional
stance could effectively reduce the online computational burden of
mentalizing. First, the development of scripts as a tool for social
reasoning came from early practitioners of artificial intelligence
(Schank & Abelson, 1977), developing socially interactive agents
that explicitly lacked true mentalizing abilities. Independently,
research in game theory has found that problems that are difficult
to solve via mental state coordination (e.g. who will lead or follow
the dance, and do we all share that common knowledge?) can be
simplified by transforming them into non-mentalistic rule fol-
lowing, simply by conditioning behavior on a rule invoked via
some feature of the context initially external to the game
(e.g., men lead and women follow; Guala, 2016; O’Connor, 2019).
Further, when an observer knows the structure of possible actions
an agent might take in a situation, action understanding becomes
computationally simple, no longer requiring complex Theory of
Mind (Davis & Jara-Ettinger, 2022). Clinical research also suggests
that people with Autism Spectrum Disorder – who often have
difficulties in mental state reasoning (Baron-Cohen, 2000) –
benefit from being taught detailed script knowledge for a range of
social interactions (reviewed in Akers et al., 2016), again suggesting
that the institutional stance is distinct frommental state reasoning.
Finally, some empirical work does suggest that norm-based sys-
tems for predicting behavior need not rest on mental state rea-
soning (Kaufmann & Clément, 2014). Together, this work suggests
that role-based reasoning within the institutional stance does not
directly require mental state reasoning, and can be handled
without deploying a mentalistic stance at all (although, naturally,
the social representations provided by perception – notions of
agent, goal, and intention – ought to be readily available to the
institutional stance; McMahon & Isik, 2023).

However, the efficiency of the institutional stance in these cases
depends on a particular learning history in which that institutional
structure became familiar. Thus, the system’s cognitive efficiency is
the result of having front-loaded learning costs at an earlier point.
In this way, it serves as a powerful complement to the mentalistic
stance, which can be flexibly deployed when no prior knowledge is
available but likely requires a greater real-time commitment of
cognitive resources.

6.3.2. Institutional and mentalistic stance in competition
Because many behaviors can be explained either through a men-
talistic or an institutional stance, it is natural that these two
frameworks might often compete. In these cases, an explanatory or
predictive failure of one system can trigger inferences in the other.
That is, if an institutional prediction fails, we try to reanalyze
behavior in terms of mental states, and if a mentalistic explanation
fails, we are more likely to apply the institutional stance. Returning
to the coffee shop example, suppose now that you’ve been waiting
for ten minutes and your coffee is still not ready. You might then
start attending to the barista to try to figure out what’s going on. If

you see them working hectically, you might infer that they just
haven’t gotten to your order yet, whereas if you see them relaxedly
talking to a coworker, youmight infer that they either lost or forgot
your order. In other words, deviations from role-based expect-
ations (like deviations from other normative expectations) likely
trigger a shift towards greater mental state inference, deployed in
an effort to make sense of the deviation. Indeed, several analyses of
mind-reading have posited that its use might become active pre-
cisely when non-mentalistic expectations fail (Bohl, 2015;
Zawidzki, 2013).

Conversely – although perhaps less commonly – violations of a
mentalistic expectation might trigger institutional expectations.
Imagine, for instance, that you are friends with the barista, but
notice that they are acting unusually formal towards you. Such a
deviation might trigger us to consider whether they are encour-
aging you to take an institutional stance (e.g., perhaps their boss is
there for the day). These switches can happen frequently within a
single interaction. If the barista were your friend, you might
quickly alternate between catching up and placing an order, which
would require rapidly knowing which aspects of the interaction are
institutional and which are mentalistic. Our ability to do this
suggests that we are able to have active parallel representations of
agents’ mental lives and their institutional roles.

6.3.3. Combining institutional and mentalistic representations
Finally, the ability to represent other people’s mental states enables
us to create and represent richer types of institutional structures
than would be otherwise possible. This is because we can encode
expectations about mental states within roles and their relations
(Figure 1c). For instance, we can express interactions where one
agent’s role is to satisfy another agent’s general desires (such as in
the office example in the introduction), or where occupying a
certain role requires having certain mental states (such as
expecting a stock person at a supermarket to know where items are
located). In many of these cases, even if the roles require us to
represent mental states, these are tagged accordingly. For instance,
in the supermarket stock person example, we might locally
represent them as wanting to stock the shelves quickly to complete
their shift early, but we are simultaneously aware that is not
because they find this activity intrinsically rewarding and indeed
would probably rather be doing something else. Similarly, their
detailed knowledge of where things are stocked would not lead us
to infer that they must be passionate about supermarkets – an
inference that might be warranted if this knowledge were acquired
in their free time. That said, we suspect that there is widespread
variability in how readily we transfer behaviors or goals from a role
to a role-occupying agent. For example, in baseball, the pitcher’s
goal is to successfully throw the ball to the catcher without the
batter getting the chance to hit the ball. In this case, our institu-
tional representation of the role of pitcher does seem to intuitively
transfer a goal of striking out a batter to the agent in that role. That
is, the pitcher is muchmore likely to truly want to accomplish their
role’s goals than is the stock person (Nguyen, 2020). Mentalizing
and the institutional stance also combine when we attribute mental
states to institutional representations (Figure 1d). The propensity
to ascribe mental states to groups – institutional or not – is
common (e.g., Russiawants to annex Ukraine, andUkraine intends
to resist; Jenkins, et al., 2014; Tang & Gray, 2023), and this might
reflect a general capacity to anthropomorphize groups and roles by
ascribing mental states to them.
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6.4. Social constitution

We have argued that the institutional stance is a tool for reasoning
about social interactions across a wide range of settings, from the
evolutionarily ancient (e.g., hierarchies), through emergent forms
of coordination where users don’t think of themselves as per-
forming roles (e.g., a family or group of friends), to formally
codified institutions (e.g., universities). In doing so, we have
emphasized that the institutional stance is a generative system that,
at least in humans, allows us to represent and manipulate arbitrary
institutional structures. This ability to treat institutional repre-
sentations as objects of thought helps explain two uniquely human
aspects of social intelligence.

First, the capacity to read complex multi-agent behavior
through the institutional stance means that we can apply this
capacity as an analytic tool, including to analyze phenomena that
we might not initially think of as being institutional. This is an
important engine for social change that enables us to reveal hidden
role-based systems that were previously unobservable to us or that
were initially conceptualized in other ways. For example, the folk
psychological conception of race, gender, and caste-based systems
is often essentialized, i.e., thought of as natural kinds. Yet many
theorists now analyze them in role-based structural terms arguing
that they are hierarchical systems of interlocking social roles in
which, for example, woman as a structural position defined in
subordination to man (Haslanger, 2000; Rehbein & Söyler, 2020).
Analyzing complex patterns of social behavior in this way can
reveal hidden structures, allowing us to then evaluate them and
consider how to modify or intentionally subvert them (Hesni, in
press). This gives us the ability to discover systems of role-based
behavior that are hiding in plain sight, reason about what kinds of
consequences the system produces, and, if we determine it to be
unfair or oppressive, consider how to improve or erase it. In other
words, the generative aspect of human institutional reasoning
allows us to imagine and pursue genuine institutional alternatives.

Second, the generative capacity to create arbitrary institutional
representations to understand complex forms of social behavior
gives a uniquely human capacity, namely the ability to use the
institutional stance to actively invent new institutions. Simply put,
if we can imagine a new type of role-based social organization and
communicate it to others, people may decide to actually enact it,
thereby making it real. In this sense, the generative capacity of the
institutional stance catalyzed the explosion of complex forms of
social organization, such as universities, sports leagues, frater-
nities/sororities, study groups, and charity groups.

This productive dimension of the institutional stance is on full
display when it generates patterns of social coordination that bring
fundamentally new kinds of entities into existence. Take, for
example, a ballot, the act of voting, and a citizen. These kinds are
not merely socially constructed in a narrow sense, such as the sense
in which we might say a tool is socially constructed if it required
several people to come together to participate in its fabrication.
Instead, each of these kinds is socially constituted in a stronger
sense in which defining them requires invoking social forces,
including social roles and the relations between them (what we
here refer to as institutions). As discussed extensively by philos-
ophers in the social ontology tradition (Ásta, 2018; Searle, 2005,
2006; Hindriks & Guala, 2015) and more recently by cognitive
scientists (Noyes, Keil, &Dunham, 2018; Noyes &Dunham, 2020),
these entities have a unique ontological status in that their exist-
ence is not just brought about by but actively sustained by social
forces. An institutional process can render a piece of paper a ballot,

a particular act of marking that paper voting, and a particular
individual a citizen; a further change in institutional structure can
reverse those changes even without affecting any intrinsic or even
any physical facts about the object, action, or person. This contrast
becomes clear when we consider institutional kinds in comparison
to objects like hammers, acts like hammering, and people who are
carpenters. The factors which make these things what they are can
be defined without directly making reference to social forces (even
if, as we alluded to above, social forces may have been involved in
initially bringing them about, say by manufacturing them or
communally developing a set of practices). Institutional processes
might be involved in regulating the manufacture of hammers, the
allowable forms of hammering, or who can perform the role of
carpenter. But whatever those processes specify, we would still
consider objects designed to deliver force to be hammers, and the
act of driving in a nail hammering. On the other hand, a ballot can
really cease to be a ballot, and an action can really cease to be
voting, as the direct result of institutional processes.

Existing work assessing whether these philosophical dis-
tinctions map onto everyday psychology suggests that adults and
older children assert that changes in institutional practice (such
as what most people do and believe) can make an object like a
ballot no longer a ballot, or an action like voting no longer voting.
By contrast, they assert that this is not the case for objects like
hammers, or actions like hammering (Noyes, Keil, & Dunham
2018; Noyes, Keil, & Dunham, 2020; Noyes, Dunham, & Keil,
2023). In other words, for a special class of institutional kinds,
people explain their causal powers not via internal features of the
objects or agents, but rather because of the way in which those
objects or agents relate to patterns of human intention that are
themselves positioned within social structures. This work sug-
gests that people come to see certain classes of objects, actions,
and human kinds as institutional in the relevant sense, raising the
possibility that the institutional stance is the cognitive basis of this
form of social reality, a vital component of the generativity of
human social structures.

7. Conclusions and looking forward

When comparing human social life to that of other animals, two
differences quickly become apparent. First, face-to-face social
interactions are qualitatively distinct from those observed in any
other animal. This is often thought to reflect people’s ability to
build high-resolutionmodels of each other’s minds, which are then
used to support complex forms of collaboration and communi-
cation. Second, human societies have experienced an explosion of
social systems that we must navigate: Coffee shops and restaurants
where we interact with strangers, special interest groups and
neighborhood associations where we interact with friends and
acquaintances, and large-scale formal systems of education and
government that structure social life as a whole. If we are correct,
these institutions are not a mere byproduct of mentalizing, nor an
offshoot of more general non-social forms of intelligence, but
rather a direct consequence of a complex framework we have for
interpreting – and then creating – social behavior through the
institutional stance.

Do we need both a mentalistic and an institutional stance?Most
domains we evolved to understand are non-reactive: they do not
change in response to the cognitive system analyzing them. The
laws of physics do not change as a function of how our mind
models physics, and faces are not shaped by how we analyze them
(at least within shorter evolutionary timescales). By contrast, social
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behavior is a dynamic reactive system. Whatever system a social
group uses to understand each other’s behavior also affects social
behavior itself (e.g., “looping effects” in which individuals and
groups react to how they are conceptualized by others, in turn
affecting those conceptualizations; Hacking, 1995). This means
that our social cognition is not attempting to model a passive
system, but rather an active one that changes as our social cog-
nition evolves, a state of affairs which necessitates interpretive
systems of considerable flexibility. This uniquely dynamic nature
of social cognition produced pressure to co-evolve two comple-
mentary systems of analysis: A general mentalistic stance for
understanding unconstrained behavior in any context, and an
institutional stance for representing coordinated action when
mentalizing fails or when the context is sufficiently familiar. And
while these might have originally emerged as competing solutions
to the same problem, the intersection of the two leads us to create
complex forms of social intelligence that are unprecedented in any
other species.

We have also argued that these two stances should be thought
of as comprising distinct and coequal cognitive systems, even if
they can be integrated (as when we represent roles with mental
states). However, there are alternatives. One possibility is that the
mentalistic stance is in some waymore primary. The intuition can
be motivated by considering how often we explain why someone
is in a particular role by appealing to their mental states. A
cashier, for instance, is likely a cashier because they want to earn
money, and believe this is a good way of doing so, given their
current circumstances. From this perspective, institutional rep-
resentations might be grounded in or composed of mental states.
While we agree that it is sometimes possible to represent causes
behind roles in terms of mental states, a primary empirical claim
motivating this paper is that we very often do not. That is, much
of everyday social cognition instead relies solely on rule-like
entailments stemming from agent positions in social structures.

A different possibility is that the institutional stance and the
mentalistic stance are a single, non-separable system composed of
mentalistic representations embedded in roles. The intuition here is
that all interactions are with particular social partners that can be
conceived of as roles (e.g., friend, stranger, partner), and both the
mental states and the roles are necessary to understand the inter-
action. As discussed in Section 6.3.3, we agree thatmany interactions
involve a combination of the two systems. But it remains funda-
mental to our proposal that these systems are fully separable. To
illustrate why we believe this, consider the minimal representations
that allow us to predict behavior from either stance. For the men-
talistic stance, you must represent both beliefs and desires to predict
action. For instance, you can predict how someone would behave if
you learned that they want to get coffee and believe there is a cheap
and highly rated coffee shop around the corner. Knowing only the
person’s desires but not their belief would not be enough to know
exactly what they’ll do. The upshot is that isolated mental states are
insufficient to predict behavior, while combinations of mental states
are sufficient, a hallmark of a single predictive system that, in this
case, needn’t make reference to roles and norms. Moving to the
institutional stance, I can predict the behavior of a barista in
response to a request for coffee if I have knowledge of both roles and
role entailments; I needn’t represent anything about the person’s
mental states. This again suggests that the institutional stance is a
coherent predictive system that needn’t rely on mentalistic
representations.

7.1. Implications and open questions

So far, we have reviewed theoretical positions and empirical liter-
ature that, to varying degrees, support our contention that the
institutional stance is a core aspect of human social cognition. In the
remainder of this paper, we highlight potential implications of the
institutional stance for social cognitionmore broadly, as well as open
questions in which new data would be particularly illuminating.

First, the relative reliance on mentalistic versus institutional
understanding is likely shaped by culture. For instance, some
cultures might have a stronger belief that institutional roles ought
to be played out even when they conflict with our own mental
states (and hence prioritize taking the institutional stance), while
other cultures may have an expectation that personal values
override institutional roles and failure to do so is morally repre-
hensible (hence reading mental states even when agents declare to
be enacting roles), a phenomenon that we could imagine is linked
to aspects of individualism versus collectivism (analogous to the
notion of tight versus loose societies; Gelfand, Harrington, &
Jackson 2017). Similarly, there is interesting variation in the extent
to which members of different cultural groups invoke mentalistic
explanation, for example, when engaging in moral reasoning
(Barrett et al., 2016; McNamara et al., 2019). An open question is
whether these cultures put correspondingly greater weight on
institutional explanation.

Relatedly, the degree to which people rely on the institutional
stance might also vary across historical periods. A notable example
is the eighteenth- and nineteenth-century regency era of British
history – best known in modern times from Jane Austen’s novels –
that was characterized by a heavy focus on social class, with the
upper-classes regulated by a complex set of social roles, each with
tight expectations for social behavior across different social events
(Erickson, 1986; Le Faye, 2002). Interestingly, Jane Austen’s
writing itself also reveals how taking an institutional stance can
trigger extremely rich mentalistic inferences from behaviors that
would generally be unremarkable but become highly meaningful
when they violate role-based expectations.

It is also possible that the applicability of an institutional vs
mentalistic stance does not depend solely on explanatory power
but also on cognitive efficiency. In particular, rich mentalizing
about agents is resource-intensive and capacity-limited. To
name just one example, it would be daunting to attempt to track
all the minds in a large crowd. Yet, people do readily track large-
scale role-based complex behavior. This is particularly evident
when watching sports like basketball or football, where what is
(to a newcomer) an unintelligible confusion of running bodies
becomes (to an expert) an intricate yet intelligible ballet. This
happens not via a better leveraging of mental state reasoning but
rather via fluency with the internal role structure, which renders
each agent’s behavior at least in large part predictable and
efficiently directed towards higher-order goals (a touchdown,
say). We suggest that similar dynamics allow us to reason effi-
ciently about other forms of complex multi-party interaction.

Another open question is whether the institutional stance
operates purely within high-level cognition, or whether some
aspects could be implemented within perception itself. Recent
work has argued that the visual stream has a pathway specialized
for social computation, which is both functionally and ana-
tomically different from the ventral and dorsal streams (Pitcher &
Ungerleider, 2021; Pitcher, 2021; Grossman, 2021). It is thus
possible that visual perception forms a first set of basic
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representations – agency, goals, and basic social relations (Abassi
& Papeo, 2020; Isik et al., 2017; Papeo, Stein, & Soto-Faraco, 2017;
Scholl & Tremoulet, 2000) – which can then be interpreted
either through mentalizing or through the institutional stance;
Figure 1). But it is also possible that some social computations
within vision serve as bottom-up cues for knowing when to
deploy the institutional stance. For instance, vision might rapidly
extract certain role-like relations from visual input, such as chaser
and chased (Gao & Scholl, 2011; Barret et al., 2005). It is even
possible that people exploit principles of how perception works
(which did not evolve for the institutional stance) to trigger the
institutional stance: For instance, visual synchrony is an
important cue within perception for segmenting visual input
(Usher & Donnelly, 1998), and groups that should be interpreted
through the institutional stance often enact forms of tight syn-
chrony (such as an army marching in unison), which might be a
cultural strategy to create a strong visual percept that a set of
people ought to be read as a large coordinated institutional group.

We have focused primarily on the power and utility of the
institutional stance as a lens through which to do social cognition, but
applying it to others likely has downsides. Consider the frequency of
attempting to justify morally unjustifiable acts via appeal to the mere
enactment of institutional roles, as perhaps most famously in the trial
of Nazi officer Adolf Eichmann, in which he described himself as
merely executing a role with little further reflection (Arendt, 2006), as
well as the moral complexities involved with allocating blame to
agents embedded within larger systems (e.g. Gantman et al., 2020).
More generally, applying the institutional stance might sometimes
reduce the extent to which we represent themental and emotional life
of others, thereby reducing empathy and stripping others of their
humanity (Haslam & Loughnan, 2014; Haslam, 2006; Harris & Fiske,
2006). If so, links between the institutional stance and dehumani-
zation might run deep, from mundane cases of “everyday” dehu-
manization, such as engaging with your barista instrumentally, to
more severe and consequential forms that spur serious conflict (i.e.,
leading us to contract our moral circle; Graham et al., 2017). If so,
evolution’s attempt to help us understand each other might, in some
cases, prevent us from seeing who we really are.

But the institutional stance is also a source of great human
potential. The cognitive tools we have outlined here seem to be a
necessary precursor to questioning existing categories and sub-
verting long-standing exploitative patterns. Thus, the same
psychological forces that can reduce people to cogs in institutional
structures also offer the possibility of envisioning and enacting new
and more just futures. The institutional stance gives us the tools to
analyze rather than blindly accept institutional structures, to rec-
ognize unjust and exploitative systems, and to imagine possibilities
for positive change. In these cases, our humanity most shines when
we are able to consider – and critique – the roles we play.

Acknowledgments. We thank Paul Bloom, Annya Dahmani, Tania
Lombrozo, Eric Mandelbaum, Alexander Noyes, Alexander Paunov, Katie
McAuliffe, and Kate Richie for helpful conversations.

Financial support.This work was supported byNSF awards BCS-2045778 and
IIS-2106690.

Conflict of interests. The authors declare no conflicts of interest.

Note

1 Here, we refer exclusively to role swapping happening representationally in
conspecifics’ minds. This is different from physical role swaps as in, e.g.,
physically changing one’s sex in the case of sequential hermaphroditism
(Gemmell et al., 2019).
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Jara-Ettinger and Dunham propose that human social cognition
relies on an institutional stance grounded in generative, role-
structured representations. I extend this account by suggesting
that institutional reasoning functions as a constraint-regulating
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cognitive system, balancing stability and flexibility under
changing social demands and helping explain how role-based
coordination remains robust without producing rigidity, over-
load, or breakdown.

Jara-Ettinger and Dunham propose that human social cognition
relies not only on mentalistic reasoning but also on an institu-
tional stance that interprets behavior through role-structured
systems of constraint and coordination. Their account provides a
compelling framework for explaining how humans infer social
structure, track role-based expectations, and generate novel
institutional forms. By framing institutions as generative cog-
nitive representations, the authors expand models of social rea-
soning beyond individual mental states toward structured
collective dynamics. Here, I suggest that institutional repre-
sentations may function as constraint-regulating cognitive sys-
tems that balance stability and flexibility during social
coordination.

While the institutional stance is described as a generative
cognitive system that structures social understanding through roles
and rule-like expectations, less attention is given to how these
representations remain adaptive as social environments change.
Institutional reasoning must not only constrain behavior but also
accommodate uncertainty, variability, and shifting contextual
demands. Viewing institutional representations as constraint-
regulating cognitive processes raises important questions about
how stability is maintained without producing rigidity and how
flexibility emerges without undermining predictability. If institu-
tional representations function as generative grammars, as the
authors propose, constraint-regulation may describe the dynamic
mechanism that allows such grammars to remain viable under
changing social load. Addressing these dynamics may clarify both
the strengths and boundary conditions of institutional reasoning in
real-world coordination.

One way to address these questions is to view institutional
representations not only as generative models of social structure
but also as constraint-regulating cognitive mechanisms that bal-
ance competing demands. Roles and rule-like expectations may
help manage the tension between predictability and flexibility,
enabling coordinated action without fully determining behavior.
From this perspective, institutional reasoning does not simply
encode static structures; it supports a dynamic equilibrium in
which social coordination remains stable while retaining adaptive
capacity. Framing institutional cognition in this way helps clarify
how role-based systems persist, evolve, or break down when
demands exceed regulatory limits.

Framing institutional representations as constraint-regulating
cognitive processes also helps illuminate several phenomena that
remain difficult to explain through structural description alone.
Role-based expectations can support efficient coordination, yet
excessive stabilizationmay produce rigidity, moral disengagement,
or the dehumanization of role occupants when constraints become
over-specified. Conversely, insufficient constraint can reduce
predictability, leading to fragmentation or coordination failure.
These dynamics suggest that individuals may shift between
institutional and mentalistic interpretations not merely as alter-
native representational strategies but as adaptive responses to
changing social uncertainty and cognitive load. This perspective
highlights how the same cognitive mechanisms that enable large-
scale coordination may also generate instability when regulatory
balance is lost.

Taken together, this perspective complements Jara-Ettinger
and Dunham’s proposal by situating the institutional stance not
only as a generative cognitive system for representing roles and
social structure but also as a constraint-regulating mechanism
that helps balance stability and adaptability during social
coordination. Framing institutional reasoning in this way may
help bridge cognitive, developmental, and social-level accounts of
coordination, highlighting how role-based representations sup-
port both persistence and change in collective behavior. Rather
than revising the authors’ framework, this view extends it by
clarifying how institutional cognition remains viable across
changing contexts while preserving its generative power.
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Abstract

I argue that, in light of grounding the institutional stance in role-
based norms, this stance is not a causal or predictive model of
social cognition. Instead, it is fundamentally normative in that it
facilitates practices of holding responsible that mere predictive
models would have difficulty explaining. The institutional stance,
as such, facilitates robust ought-based claims and demands
directed towards role-holders.

“[T]he café waiter cannot immediately be a café waiter in the sense in which
this inkwell is an inkwell : : : ” (Sartre, 2022).

The institutional stance is a welcome and important addition to
theories of social cognition, providing a rich account of human
social life insofar as it is embedded within rule-bound institutions. I
argue, however, that the grammar supporting the institutional
stance is not a causal one but a fundamentally normative or ought-
based grammar scaffolded by deontic commitments of role-
holders. This distinction is important because this normative
grammar facilitates practices of holding responsible that mere
predictive models would have trouble explaining (I also think that
the mentalistic stance is also normative but I set this aside).

As an “intuitive theory” of social structures that “place indi-
viduals into roles and reason about their actions in light of beliefs
about those roles,” Jara-Ettinger and Dunham suggest that we
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reason about other people through causal and predictive judg-
ments. This is consistent with what philosophers would call an
“objective stance” (Strawson, 1962).

By contrast, I argue that the institutional stance is continuous
with reasoning in the “participant stance,”where beliefs about roles
are subject to “ought-based” responsibility judgments rather than
“evidence-based” predictive judgments (Holton, 1994; Marušić,
2017). This is because institution-based roles, rather than merely
about people prediction or social coordination, are likely more
about identifying and tracking people’s duties and obligations
associated with role-based statuses and commitments, and also
reasoning about role-holders’ actions precisely by holding them
responsible for those obligations (Searle, 2010). The expectations
created by the institutional stance on this reading are not merely
one of predictive expectation enabling reliable coordination, but
rather a normative trust-based expectation that role-holding
agents will fulfil obligations entrusted upon them.

This distinction matters because we treat other people not as
mere objects to be managed or controlled based on predictive
expectations but as fellow responsible agents in a shared norm-
governed community. Instead of an objective stance, we direct
normative expectations and judgments on others as responsible,
role-holding agents. Using Jara-Ettinger and Dunham’s example,
our interaction with a barista is not merely “broadly similar” to a
vending machine, which we treat in a purely functional, instru-
mental manner. We treat (or better, ought to treat) the barista
instead as a role-holding agent whom we trust will follow through
on their given duties.

The distinction can be roughly encapsulated by a predictive (or
explanatory) “is” and a normative “ought.”The “ought” here is also
not reducible to injunctive norms explained in terms of prudential
motivations (i.e., fear of punishment), but is instead about robust
duties and obligations based on role-based statuses and
commitments.

For instance, a person elected to public office who violates
ethical standardsmight suggest a failure of role prediction or a shift
towards a mentalistic stance to identify their motives. But we do
not merely predict what people holding public office will do nor
merely identify what their motives and intentions are. We pri-
marily hold them accountable to role-based standards expected of
people holding public office. Even where their past behavior gives
us reliable evidence that is highly predictive of nefarious motives
and ill intentions, we still think that they should (even if this goes
against the evidence) have acted based on the obligations
demanded of the role. Here, the institutional stance is less about
explaining people’s behavior and us adjusting to predicted
expectations. Instead, it is about participating in a practice of
holding one another responsible for roles we recognize and
commit to.

The institutional stance can, of course, be “evidentialized” based
on predictive explanations gleaned from the role. But this takes the
observational or objective perspective as operative in the intuitive
theory. The likely content of the intuitive theory is the participant’s
perspective of taking on and tracking normative role-based
commitments. A politician who takes an oath of office is subject to
normative standards of honesty, integrity, etc. These normative
standards and expectations usually track predictability because we
hold role-holders like politicians accountable in fulfilling their
duties and obligations. Our robust practices of holding respon-
sibility as such are the main engine that drives what, from an

external observational standpoint, looks like reliably predictable
behavior. Deviations from role obligations and standards are not
merely treated as behavioral evidence warranting further explan-
ation. We also primarily treat them as actions that demand
accountability. Prediction is thus likely only an epiphenomenon to
the main engine of the intuitive theory, normative regulation
driven by responsibility judgments.

Nonetheless, we might also decide to take the objective stance,
perhaps in trying to manage or anticipate a situation where efforts
at accountability have failed. Evidentializing can perhaps be a
proper response to such circumstances. But this, I suggest, takes on
a detached, non-participant view of the institutional structure. On
this evidentialist view, we treat others not as responsible agents but
as variables towards whomwemake causal, predictive adjustments
(for instance applying “nudge” strategies).

Jara-Ettinger and Dunham also point out that our social cog-
nition is a “dynamic reactive system”which is reflexive in the sense
that our conceptualizations of it affects the very dynamics of the
system itself. Perhaps taking an objective stance is just one way of
conceptualizing our role-based institutional structures. Perhaps
this mirrors different approaches to moral reasoning, with the
objective stance roughly mirroring utilitarian reasoning and the
participant stance mirroring duty-based deontic reasoning. But
insofar as the institutional structure gives us an “interpretive
framework” that specifies roles with “rule-like normative entail-
ments,” deontic reasoning grounded on a role’s specification of
duties looks more apt.

Moreover, there are ways to conceptualize rule-governed
institutional structures not as functional mechanisms for
coordination but as co-regulated practices organized to scaffold
and realize responsible agency (An, 2026; Zabel, 2015). Our
conceptions of institutions thus matter insofar as those who
inhabit institutional roles are perceived either as responsible agents
or perhaps as something lesser. So how we conceptualize insti-
tutions, as mere predictive mechanisms for behavior coordination
or as normative spaces for relating with and regulating expect-
ations between responsible agents, is also of moral importance.
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Marušić, B. (2017). Trust, reliance and the participant stance. Philosopher’s
Imprint, 17(17), 1–10. https://hdl.handle.net/2027/spo.3521354.0017.017

Sartre, J.-P. (2022). Being and nothingness: An essay in phenomenological
ontology. Routledge. https://doi.org/10.4324/9780429434013

Searle, J. (2010). Making the social world: The structure of human civilization.
Oxford University Press.

Strawson, P. (1962). Freedom and resentment. Proceedings of the British
Academy, 48, 187–211.

Zabel, B. (2015). The institutional turn inHegel’s philosophy of right: Towards a
conception of freedom beyond individualism and collectivism. Hegel
Bulletin, 36(1), 80–104. https://doi.org/10.1017/hgl.2015.5

Commentary/Jara-Ettinger and Dunham: The institutional stance 21

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0140525X25103427 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1007/s11245-025-10173-9
https://doi.org/10.1080/00048409412345881
https://hdl.handle.net/2027/spo.3521354.0017.017
https://doi.org/10.4324/9780429434013
https://doi.org/10.1017/hgl.2015.5
https://doi.org/10.1017/S0140525X25103427


The institutional stance,
self-fulfilling prophecies, and
hidden structures

Lieke Asma*

Munich School of Philosophy, Germany
liekeasma@gmail.com

*Corresponding author.

doi:10.1017/S0140525X26105512, e370

Abstract

If Jara-Ettinger andDunham are right about the pervasive role the
institutional stance plays, we have to seriously consider that this
stance perpetuates injustice, because it tends to reinforce, nor-
malize, and hide problematic structures. To address the problems
that come with this stance, we need to take into account history
and context and ask ourselves what is morally right.

Jara-Ettinger and Dunham claim that “[t]he institutional stance
gives us the tools to analyze rather than blindly accept institutional
structures, to recognize unjust and exploitative systems, and to
imagine possibilities for positive change.” But is the institutional
stance itself cut out to provide these tools, or is it rather more likely
to perpetuate existing injustices?

Of course, a first step to criticizing social roles and their
associated institutes and systems is to recognize the pervasive role
they play in our lives, in the sense that we often use a person’s social
role to understand and predict their behavior, and base our
expectations on it. Critically reflecting on this, however, involves
going beyond the institutional stance. For one thing, it involves
recognizing how people end up in, for example, dominant or
subordinate social roles, and considering the extent to which this is
often outside of the person’s control. Furthermore, it requires us to
recognize how certain expectations that come with social roles are
unfair or have unfair consequences. Social change, then, will not
come from the institutional stance itself, but from reflecting on
social roles and expectations from historical, contextual, andmoral
perspectives. And importantly, we do not often seem to take up this
kind of critical reflection. In this commentary, I will address three
reasons for why the institutional stance may prevent us from doing
so. Together, these reasons show how the institutional stance in
fact explains why social change is hard and injustices tend to
persist.

First of all, we can take a variety of stances to understand human
behavior and, as Jara-Ettinger and Dunham address as well, this is
not neutral: stances lead to looping effects, and they affect social
behavior. This is especially clear in case of social roles, since they
are strongly tied to the expectations we have of other persons. We
do not just predict or try to understand, we judge and criticize
when persons do not meet these expectations. But if that is true,
there is not such a clear distinction between the stance and reality,
not (just) because the institutional stance provides us with such a
good picture of reality, but because the institutional stance makes
its own expectations true: it is self-fulfilling (see, e.g., Peters, 2022).

Expecting women to take care of family members in need, for
example, may make it so that women in fact do often take care of
others. As a result, adopting the institutional stance tends to
prevent social change, because it tends to keep persons in the
positions they are expected to be in.

This brings me to my second and related point: Jara-Ettinger
and Dunham make a rather sharp distinction between behavior
that is “constrained” by social roles and “unconstrained” behavior
that is the result of personal desires. But things are not as simple as
that. We are born into an existing world with established social
roles as a woman or minority, for example, and these social roles
and expectations affect who we are and how we perceive ourselves.
Our desires have been shaped by how others perceive and treat us,
and it may take time and effort to come to recognize our so-called
adaptive preferences, that in fact perpetuate our own oppression
(e.g., Khader, 2012). Understanding persons from the institutional
stance, then, may make it more likely that they adapt their pref-
erences to what is expected of them in virtue of their social role.
Even if their behavior may seem unconstrained and a matter of
personal desire, social roles may still unintentionally and uncon-
sciously play a role in what persons want and decide. This, in turn,
may suggest that there is no problem that requires addressing;
persons just do what they want or end up in a social role that
suits them.

Third and finally, at some points, Jara-Ettinger and Dunham
talk about hidden institutional structures and role-based systems,
but it remains unclear what they exactly mean by this. That is, they
do not elaborate on the sense in which these systems and structures
are hidden, especially given the fact that the institutional stance at
the same time is taken to be quite pervasive. My proposal is that we
may be using social roles to understand and expect certain
behavior, but we do not always recognize that this is influenced by
a social role or by this social role. For example, it may turn out that
we expect of mothers to drop everything to pick up their sick child,
think we expect this of all parents, but in reality we do not have the
same expectations of fathers. An explanation for this might be
misattribution: we think that it is the person’s parenthood because
of which we have this expectation of them, but in reality, it is their
motherhood (see Asma, 2025 for further analysis). In that sense,
the institutional stance can be pervasive and hidden at the same
time, because we fail to realize where our expectations exactly come
from and what they imply. As such, again, we may fail to recognize
that our expectations are unfair and do not see any reason to
critically reflect.

To conclude, if Jara-Ettinger and Dunham are right about the
pervasive role the institutional stance plays, and I think they are, we
have to seriously consider that this stance may perpetuate injustice
because it tends to reinforce, normalize, and hide problematic
structures. To address the problems that come with this stance, the
fact that, but also why certain persons end up in social positions
that are subordinate and out of line with their well-being, we
should take into account history and context, and ask ourselves
what is morally right. A better picture thus is: the institutional
stance exists and plays a pervasive role in how we perceive and
understand others, but it tends to keep social structures in place
and explains why unfair systems are hiding in plain sight.
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Abstract

The notion of institutional stance clarifies existential problems.
The institutional stance enabled the ancients to view society as
stably organized and to rather easily find their place in it. Societal
changes gradually complicated the pursuit of self-knowledge in
this fashion, and the meaning of life emerged as a problem in the
1800s as Western civilization transformed its institutions.

Two of the major existential dilemmas in modern life involve the
quest for self-understanding and the quest for a meaningful life.
People have sought self-knowledge in diverse ways, ranging from
psychoanalysis to astrology to psychedelic drugs. Meanwhile, the
quest for meaning has also become an increasing focus of indi-
viduals. Both selfhood and meaningfulness have become major
research areas in psychology as well.

We find Jara-Ettinger and Dunham’s theory of the institutional
stance offers exciting possibilities for advancing psychology’s
theories about selfhood and meaningfulness. By way of context,
our view of the human mind is that it was largely shaped by
evolution that selected for traits that facilitate participation in
culture (e.g., Baumeister, 2005). The distinctively human traits are
therefore the result of biological adaptations that improve the
organism’s ability to participate in and benefit from culture.
Definitions of culture vary considerably, but we understand it as
shared beliefs and practices that support a social system – pre-
sumably one that uses cooperation and communication to prolong
life. Haidt (2012) characterized humans as the “world champions
of cooperation,” given that humans cooperate far more extensively

and productively than other species. Such productive cooperation
has contributed to the biological flourishing of the human species.

Central to that success is the creation of complex social systems.
These include economic marketplaces, military organizations,
governments, religious groups, corporations, and more. Unlike
psychology’s emphasis on the individual and single mind, soci-
ology has sought to understand society from the top down, and in
our experience, such analyses often emphasize the various insti-
tutions that populate and organize a society. Although many
animals have societies (e.g., Moffett, 2018), they do not have
anywhere close to the diversity of institutions found in a modern
human society: schools, companies, banks, laboratories, mass
media, churches, and more. Some animals, such as ants, do have a
kind of army, but they lack the command structures that human
armies have. Indeed, Moffett et al. (2021) pointed out that ant
society, despite its role differentiation and other characteristics,
does not have bosses or leaders. To be sure, the aggressive egali-
tarianism of hunter-gatherer societies (e.g., Boehm, 1999) pre-
cluded bosses as well, but the egalitarian innovation fostered
collective decision-making based on group discussion, which again
is minimal to nonexistent in other species.

The institutional stance is an extremely useful notion for
elaborating the view of humans as essentially cultural animals. It
may be a vital evolutionary innovation to enable and encourage the
mind to search the social world for organized systems and fit
oneself into these. The developmental phenomena of overimitation
(i.e., mimicking nonessential behaviors alongside causally essential
actions) show that, unlike other apes, humans observe others not
only to learn about the physical environment but also to learn how
things are done in our social group (Tomasello, 2014).

The historical backgrounds of how the self became problematic
and how life’s meaning became problematic are quite different.
The self became a problem gradually, over many centuries and in
multiple steps (Baumeister, 1987). Although “know thyself” was
engraved in stone at Delphi and has been attributed to multiple
different Greek philosophers, it apparently did not have its modern
meaning of exploring one’s inner self in the hope of having life’s
goals andmysteries revealed from one’s unconsciousmind. Rather,
it may have been closer to “know your place,” as in knowing one’s
role in society and what its duties are. The notion of an institutional
stance makes that interpretation highly plausible: People assume
there are social structures and seek to fit in to them, and to do that,
they must understand their own role(s) along with attendant
obligations and expectations. As society becamemore complex and
people took on responsibility for shaping their identities amid
multiple opportunities, the essence of one’s self became less a fixed
or given property but something more changeable. A major
advance was that people began to think of the self as an entity that
took on roles, rather than equating the self with its roles
(Baumeister, 1987).

The problematization of life’s meaning was more historically
concentrated than the problematization of selfhood. As found by
Baumeister and Zhao (2026), life’s meaning became a problem
during the 1800s, consistently across six major Western societies.
Why then?

To be sure, there have been turmoil and uncertainty throughout
history. Nevertheless, the 1800s arguably posed extraordinary
challenges for the institutional stance. For centuries, Western
civilization had operated with the framework of Christian faith.
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Society was assumed to be largely stable (Nisbet, 1973) based on
God’s plan. (As Jara-Ettinger and Dunham make clear, the proto-
institutional social structures of animal societies are likewise quite
stable, even as different animals take their places in it.) Life’s
meaning was understood in that context. But during the early
modern period (1500–1800), many long-standing certainties came
into question. Secularization, driven in part by religious conflict
and scientific advances, undermined the assumption that all
humans lay under the obligation to live their life as God had
supposedly ordained. Radical political changes undermined the
notion that the social system was essentially stable, and indeed, the
divine right of kings to rule was vividly undermined when England
and France executed their kings, and the upstart United States
dispensed with kingship altogether. Communism and anarchism
offered radically different views of how society’s institutions could
and should function. Industrialization changed the nature and
meaning of daily work. Urbanization challenged moral values (as
did secularization). Social mobility enabled people to change their
position in society, for better or worse.

Thus, the institutional stance directed how people sought to
understand themselves and to find meaning in life. As institutions
became more complex, allowing more scope for self-determi-
nation, selfhood became increasingly problematic. And as insti-
tutions shifted and changed, it became more difficult for the
institutionally attuned mind to establish the meaning of its life.
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Abstract

Behavioural economics knows that market norms displace social
norms, but has never explained why the substitution is cognitively
abrupt or why some findings built on it replicate while others do
not. Jara-Ettinger and Dunham’s institutional stance supplies
both answers: stance adoption makes the two logics genuinely
incompatible, and embeddedness in real role relationships
determines whether an effect survives replication.

This puzzle bothered behavioural economists: You offer a friend
$10 to help you move a sofa, and he is offended. You offer nothing
and simply ask for help, and he shows up on Saturday with coffee
and good humour. Everyone intuitively senses what went wrong in
the first scenario, but the field has never had a fully satisfying
account of the mechanism. Jara-Ettinger and Dunham (henceforth
JED) finally provide the connection: behavioural economics and
social psychology have been studying stance deployment for
decades without realizing it. The JED framework gives this scat-
tered empirical landscape the theoretical backbone it has been
missing and, as we argue, explains why parts of that landscape
failed to replicate.

The deepest connection lies in Margaret Clark and Judson
Mills’s (1993) research programme on communal and exchange
relationships: when you help a friend, you give because they need
something; when you help a business partner, you give because
they gave first, or because you expect them to give later. Communal
and exchange logics generate very different downstream
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consequences when they get mixed up. Monitoring contributions
in a friendship –Clark andMills’s term for tracking who gave what
to whom – feels like a betrayal rather than just awkward social
behaviour, because it signals that you have stopped reading your
friend’s helpfulness as an expression of genuine care and started
reading it as the discharge of a role obligation.

The JED framework explains exactly why this reclassification
carries such weight. Exchange relationship behaviour follows
naturally from the institutional stance: behaviour gets attributed to
role-based entitlements, tracking is appropriate because role
compliance is what matters, and violations signal role-departure.
Communal relationship behaviour follows from the mentalistic
stance: helpfulness gets attributed to accurate perception of the
other’s needs and genuine desire to meet them, and tracking is
harmful because it overwrites a personal attribution with an
institutional one. When your friend starts keeping score, the
offence runs deeper than a mere norm violation because an entire
attributional framework has shifted. The two stances generate
fundamentally different answers to the question of what the same
behaviour reveals about the person performing it. JED supply
Clark and Mills’s architecture, explaining why the two modes feel
so qualitatively different and why crossing between them carries
such costs.

Market mindset research adds another layer. People turn
toward market relationships specifically when they feel a threat to
personal control and need predictability in their social environ-
ment (Gasiorowska & Zaleskiewicz, 2021), and more anxiously
attached individuals are especially likely to do so under threat
(Gasiorowska & Zaleskiewicz, 2023). The structured, rule-gov-
erned quality of transactional interactions becomes psychologi-
cally attractive precisely when communal relationships feel too
uncertain or demanding, a finding that maps directly onto JED’s
argument that the institutional stance reduces the cognitive
demands of full mentalistic inference.

When both stances are simultaneously active, JED predict
interference rather than a clean blend. This pattern has a vivid
real-world signature: the moral suspicion surrounding philan-
thropic entertainment – the genre of YouTube creators who fund
surgeries and give away cars while filming everything for millions
of viewers – where identical charitable outcomes attract criticism
simply because the transactional structure is too explicit to sup-
press (Białek, 2026). Newman and Cain (2014) demonstrated the
laboratory analog: charitable acts that also benefit the donor
receive less moral credit even when the net good is greater. The
same logic that explains co-activation interference also predicts
which behavioural economics findings will hold under replication
and which will not.

Stance-based effects tend to be most robust when a manipu-
lation genuinely places participants inside real role structures and
real relational stakes, but most fragile when it tries to activate a
mindset through incidental semantic exposure without changing
anything about the actual relational context. Vohs and colleagues’
money priming paradigm exemplifies the fragile end: participants
count Monopoly money or unscramble sentences containing
financial words, manipulations that alter semantic context without
embedding participants in any actual institutional relationship,
and large pre-registered replications failed to reproduce the
originally reported behavioural effects (Rohrer, Pashler, & Harris,
2015; Vohs, Mead, & Goode, 2006, 2008).

Gneezy and Rustichini’s (2000) daycare study is more
instructive because it looks like genuine contextual manipulation:

introducing a fine into an ongoing parent–caregiver relationship
explicitly reframes the interaction in transactional terms, turning
late pickup from a breach of trust into a paid service. The original
field study produced the famous counterintuitive result, with late
pickups increasing after the fine was introduced and not recovering
after its removal. But Metcalf, Powell, and Zhong (2020) found the
opposite pattern in a survey-based replication, with fines reducing
non-compliance and effects reversing cleanly. We suggest that the
JED framework explains this divergence. Vignette participants
evaluate a hypothetical scenario involving strangers rather than
navigate a real relationship with caregivers they see daily, and we
hypothesize that this strips away the embeddedness in an actual
role relationship that the institutional stance requires to engage. If
so, the methodology was rigorous but theoretically misspecified,
and what a study needs to replicate a field finding is not just
methodological rigour but genuine embeddedness in an actual role
relationship. This tells us not just why some studies fail to replicate,
but what a study needs to contain if it genuinely deserves to
succeed.

One might ask whether mapping behavioural economics onto
the JED framework is merely relabelling – attaching new
vocabulary to patterns researchers already understood. We think
not. The JED framework specifies the mechanism rather than the
pattern. Prior accounts described that market norms displace
social norms; the institutional stance explains why the substitution
is so cognitively abrupt, why the two logics cannot simply coexist,
and why embeddedness in a real role relationship is a prerequisite
rather than a convenience. This clarifies why some findings have
proven robust for thirty years while others evaporated under
replication, and why disparate phenomena share a common
cognitive source. The JED framework explains this uneven land-
scape and tells us what to do differently.
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Abstract

The Institutional Stance (IS) offers a promising account of how
humans navigate institutional structures, but it suffers from a
problem inherent in purely third-person frameworks: a detached
observer can predict behavior aligned with institutional expect-
ations, but cannot feel the binding grip of normative force. We
propose reconceptualizing the IS as an important aspect of social
cognition rooted in shared intentionality.

Jara-Ettinger and Dunham’s Institutional Stance (IS) is a valuable
framework for understanding how humans navigate complex
socio-cultural structures. Drawing an analogy with Dennett’s
(1987) intentional stance, the IS holds that we explain, predict, and
reason about social behavior by making inferences about roles and
behavior governed by institutional norms and expectations (Searle,
1995). We share the authors’ aim of accounting for human
capacities to understand and represent actions within institutional
structures, a capacity central to human social cognition. However,
we argue that the proposed IS framework cannot fully account for
the normative dimension of institutional life.

The core issue is that on any standard definition of institutional
phenomena (cf., Giddens, 1984; Hodgson, 2006; Searle, 1995, 2010;
Turner, 1997), the IS account must go beyond merely predicting
and explaining human actions. It must account for the binding
nature of such phenomena, explaining how prescriptions, obli-
gations, entitlements, and justifications come to carry normative
force (Schmidt & Rakoczy, 2023). As formulated, the IS
acknowledges the importance of normativity, but fails to fully
capture the central distinction between descriptive and normative
expectations. Institutional cognition requires more than predicting
how someonewill act (e.g., by attributing individual mental states).
It requires a representation of how someone ought to act according

to shared norms governing the social role they are enacting (i.e.,
based on collective mental states).

For example, consider a simple, everyday example: your local
barista. Our expectations for how the barista enacts their role are
not merely predictive. They also have normative force and what
Searle (1983) termed a world-to-mind direction of fit. If the barista
fails to perform the role as normatively expected – say, serving the
tallest customers first, acting unfriendly, or simply failing to say
when our drink is ready – we expect and may enforce some con-
sequence ourselves. This would likely be true, all things considered,
even if we travel to a café thousands of miles away.

At its core, this limitation in the current formulation of the IS
stems from an inherent problem with purely third-person (here,
theory-theory) approaches to normativity (Sellars, 1963; Strawson,
1962). From day one, humans are “thrown in” to a normatively
prestructured world full of rules, traditions, roles, and meanings
(Heidegger, 1927/1984; Vygotsky, 1978). Correspondingly,
humans have early social motivations to participate in social
interactions and to be part of a group or collective, learning step by
step how “we” do things. Notably, to feel the binding force of
norms, being embedded/participating in early (and later) social
interactions is not optional, but necessary. A detached observer, as
an individual adopting the IS would be, might predict and explain
others’ behavior in institutional contexts. But they would have little
reason to hold either themselves or others to social norms, because
expectations within a purely causal-explanatory framework lack
normative force. A solitary modeler computing institutional
regularities from the outside might be analogous to an observer
from an intelligent alien species lacking social norms. They can
make predictions from patterns of behavior, but cannot feel the
deontic “oughtness” of norms – the expectations, entitlements, and
obligations that make institutions and the roles they govern what
they are.

Young children’s understanding of human action is not merely
predictive, but represents socio-affective and normative dimen-
sions from early on. Eighteen-month-olds display concern in
response to moral, but not conventional, transgressions
(Kassecker, Verschoor, & Schmidt, 2023), and correct non-
conforming actions by others (Schmidt, Rakoczy, & Tomasello,
2019). By age three, children protest when others violate norms
within institutional structures, including game rules, ownership
conventions, and entitlements (Rakoczy, Warneken, & Tomasello,
2008; Schmidt, Rakoczy, & Tomasello, 2013), even without explicit
institutional framing (Schmidt et al., 2016). This early norm
enforcement goes well beyondmere prediction. When children see
a puppet break a rule, they are not merely surprised. They protest,
correct, and sanction, clearly understanding the action should not
have occurred. Preschoolers even extend this to individual epi-
stemic states and speech acts (Butler et al., 2018; Fedra & Schmidt,
2019; Rakoczy & Tomasello, 2009), something the IS has difficulty
in capturing and delegates to the non-normative institutional
stance. Overall, the tendency to rapidly infer normative structure
fromminimal input (Schmidt et al., 2016; Wolf et al., 2026) cannot
be wholly explained by a purely predictive IS framework.

We propose that the IS would be better conceptualized not as a
separate stance analogous to the intentional stance, but rather as a
sophisticated aspect, another dimension of social cognition
enabled by and built upon shared intentionality (Schmidt &
Tomasello, 2012; Tomasello et al., 2005; Tomasello, 2019).
Understanding institutions means understanding norms and
roles, and thus grasping that members of a group collectively
accept that roles carry certain obligations and entitlements. This
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shared or “we-intentional” perspective helps supply the normative
force absent in the proposed framework. To return to our previous
example, a barista’s obligations (and entitlements) are not directly
observable from behavioral regularities. Rather, participants in the
institution (customers, baristas, other employees) jointly recognize
and hold one another accountable to their collective obligations
and entitlements (Searle, 1995, 2010). From a developmental
perspective, we suggest that children do not only layer on
normative understanding after having observed sufficient behavior
in a given context. Rather, they engage in shared practices from
early in life, providing the basis and giving rise to both institutional
understanding and normative cognition simultaneously (Schmidt
& Rakoczy, 2023).

This reconceptualization of the IS framework has multiple
advantages. It is more parsimonious, connecting the IS to extensive
literature on norm psychology and its development without pos-
iting an independent framework that must be coherently inte-
grated with other stances. It also resolves concerns stemming from
a purely third-person formulation of the IS. Shared intentionality
supports that perspective, but also provides both the first-person
plural and second-person perspectives necessary for normative
force. We encourage the authors to integrate this participatory,
normative dimension into their otherwise promising account of
institutional cognition.
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Abstract

I extend the scope of the institutional stance analysis to a
potentially surprising domain: marriage. Long-term romantic
relationships, like many other institutions, often give rise to
strongly prescribed roles for both parties. Over time, the resulting
models and expectations of our counterparts may become suf-
ficiently well articulated that they supplant the individual mind in
front of us.

The authors introduce the institutional stance as the mental
process of representing other people with respect to their roles
rather than their individual minds (as unfolds in the mentalistic
stance). In this framework, an institution is “a type of cognitive
representation consisting of a set of inter-connected roles with a
level of persistence and continuity,” which may or may not be
formally codified. Here I extend the application of the institutional
stance analysis to marriage, which may not be an obvious target
given that many of the vivid examples in the target article are
hierarchical (including parent–child structures) or occupation-
bound. My argument is that some institutions – here, marriage, or
monogamous long-term romantic partnerships, more broadly –
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support the creation of such well-articulated models and role-
bound expectations of our counterparts, that the roles come to
replace the person in front of us, and in so doing, strip them of their
full humanity.

At least two features of long-term partnerships could contribute
to this phenomenon. First, it may be that over time, the role-based
models we develop of our partners are sufficient to support
coordinated action in the context of this institution (e.g., division
of labor in the home). In the absence of any major system failures,
the motivation to devote continued attention and processing
resources – as is required by theory of mind (Saxe, 2006) – may
decline. Second, the demands of life beyond the partnership may
constrain the cognitive resources we have available to engage in the
costly process of continuous mentalizing. Thus, even when part-
ners are motivated, they may not have sufficient bandwidth to
follow through on adopting a mentalistic stance. The challenge is
that circumstances and people change; the models we develop for
our partners-as-roles may degrade in their fitness over time as
models of our partners-as-minds. In this way, we cease to see
clearly those ostensibly closest to us.

This idea is inspired by work on the Continuum Model of
impression formation (Fiske & Neuberg, 1990) and other related
dual-process models of social cognition. According to the
Continuum Model, the default representation we have when we
meet a new person is largely based on the stereotypes we associate
with them (e.g., on the basis of visual features, such as skin tone or
size). However, with sufficient motivation and capacity, we can
push past the stereotype to build more elaborate, individualized
representations: filling the representations in with the person’s
specific traits and attributes. Examples of conditions which activate
the motive to elaborate include needing to build an accurate
representation of the other in support of some aim (e.g., finding a
study group partner) and personal relevance of the target for one’s
own outcomes (e.g., determining whether someone might make a
good roommate). Cognitive capacity simply refers to having suf-
ficient mental resources to devote to the task of individuating.
Accordingly, situational constraints like time pressure and stress
undermine individuation, resulting in more automatic, stereotype-
based judgments of others.

Critically, creating outcome dependency between people is one
of the most robust interventions for activating individuation in lab
experiments (Fiske, Lin, & Neuberg, 1999). Are not long-term
relationships the paradigmatic instance of outcome dependency?
While romantic relationships may be incredibly motivating with
respect to engaging individuating processes, including theory of
mind, early on, these more effortful processes may give way over
time to habits, rules, and routines within the context of a long-term
relationship. Add to this the challenges and stresses of daily life –
work and domestic demands, raising children, taking care of sick
parents and pets – and the likelihood of relying on role-based
models and the institutional stance (not unlike stereotypes) only
increases.

There are two important implications of the ContinuumModel
and other related dual-process models of social cognition, more
generally (Chaiken & Trope, 1999). First, because individuation
requires both motivation and capacity, category-based cognitive
processing tends to prevail. Second, people attend more to cat-
egory-consistent than inconsistent information. Therefore, within
the marriage case study, once role-based expectations are well

established, the institutional stance may dominate mentalizing
processes, making it particularly hard to detect when and why our
partner’s minds believe, desire, or prefer something different than
the role-based model suggests.

This case study raises several interesting questions for the
nature of the relationship between the institutional and mentalistic
stances. First, is it the case that the institutional stance dominates
the mentalistic stance in long-term relationships (in the sense that
it is adopted more readily as a default)? Second, are institutional
and mentalizing stances mutually inhibiting? And related, if there
is a bistability in the representation of our partners along these
lines, what triggers top-down control over which representation is
appropriate or active in a given context? And finally, are there any
relationships with a minimal level of persistence and continuity
that do not eventually become institutions by this definition?
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Abstract

We agree with J. Jara-Ettinger and Y. Dunham that social
understanding cannot be reduced to mental-state attribution, but
we challenge their view that role-based expectations are
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inherently institutional. Institutions require collective symbolic
functions, unlike expectations that arise from recurring relational
patterns. These patterns – what we call naïve sociology – underlie
an elementary social stance that evolutionarily predates institu-
tional reasoning and provides a more parsimonious basis for
interpreting social behavior.

We welcome Julian Jara-Ettinger and Yarrow Dunham’s argument
that the understanding and prediction of others’ behavior cannot
be reduced to mental-state reasoning. Their article contributes to
our long-standing efforts to demonstrate that social cognition is
not reducible to theory of mind (Clément et al., 2011; Kaufmann &
Clément, 2007, 2014). Yet, although we are very sympathetic to
their position, we have some reservations about their “institutional
stance.”

The foundation(s) of institutions

In our view, Jara-Ettinger and Dunham’s main hypothesis is not
controversial: in addition to navigating the social world by rep-
resenting other minds, humans and, to some extent, other animals
are able to “interpret social interactions in terms of role-based
structures that constrain and regulate behavior via rule-like
behavioral expectations” (p. 1). What is more problematic, how-
ever, is the claim that this ability is inherently institutional. The
word institution appeared in Middle English before c. 1400, where
it referred to “the action of establishing or founding (a system of
government, a religious order, etc.)” (Etymonline). Put differently,
institutions require that a social group collectively endows a
physical substrate (an object, gesture, or action) with a specific
meaning or function. To account for the constitutive backbones of
institutional facts, and the collective recognition of “status func-
tion” they involve, the philosopher John Searle uses the formula “X
counts as Y in context C” (Searle, 1995): a piece of paper X (such as
a ten-dollar bill), for instance, counts as a bearer of a certain value Y
in the context of economic exchange C. Institutions are therefore
complex phenomena. From a psychological perspective, they
require the capacity to recognize that objects, persons, or events
can possess properties that are not intrinsic to them but are instead
added through a process of collective attribution. From a socio-
logical perspective, institutions are sustained by intricate cultural
devices (juridical rules, administrative organizations, police forces,
etc.) that “objectively” constrain and limit agents’ own wills. Given
the impersonal and external dimension of these constraints, it
seems odd to restrict institutions to their “mentalistic” counterpart
by defining them as a “type of cognitive representation consisting
of a set of interconnected roles with a level of persistence and
continuity” (sect. 4.1, para. 1).

Once they have defined their institutional stance, the authors
attempt to imagine an evolutionary scenario that could explain
how non-human animals might also use it to make sense of their
conspecifics’ behavior. To do so, they must assume that social
animals live within “proto-institutional” systems. One of their
examples is ants, which live in complex social structures with
clearly defined roles; such a system could be considered proto-
institutional “because members of the social group do not, or at
least need not, have any representation of roles or of the social
structure itself” (sect 3.1, para. 3). Yet comparing insects’ social
systems to institutions falls into what we could call retrospective
determinism: it reads the traits of our institutional systems back

into their supposed evolutionary precursors, as though these
systems had been moving toward our own all along.

From institutions to social forms

Avoiding this teleological trap while preserving the idea that social
cognition cannot be reduced to mentalizing requires a cognitively
and evolutionarily parsimonious understanding of what social
means. If we follow the sociologist Georg Simmel (1910), the
ontological building blocks of social life are elementary forms of
reciprocal relationships: exchange, hierarchy, alliance, competition,
nurturance, and so on. Those relationships are primarily recog-
nizable through the observable behavior of the individuals
embedded in them. For instance, the lowposture and shifty gaze of a
chimpanzee approaching a dominant member indicate – almost in
a perceptual manner – its social position within the group. This
position comes with a set of expectations about what is likely to
happen next. Observers will, for example, be highly surprised when
witnessing a sudden attack by a subordinate on a dominant indi-
vidual (Slocombe et al., 2010). Children likewise develop early
expectations about how individuals behave within hierarchical
relationships (Charafeddine et al., 2015; Thomsen et al., 2011). The
fact that such anticipations appear both in non-human primates
and in young children suggests that the underlying cognitive
mechanisms do not require a high degree of complexity.
Interpreting these mechanisms as a rudimentary layer of a fully
fledged “institutional stance” – one that presupposes representa-
tions of social structures built on internalmodels of “interconnected
roles that regulate and guide how behavior unfolds over space and
time” (sect. 4, para. 1) – does not seem evolutionarily plausible.

From the institutional stance to the social stance

To avoid moving backwards along the evolutionary path, it is
better to follow the chronological order in which social structures –
and the cognitive processes that support them – emerged
(Kaufmann & Clément, 2014, 2024). This also preserves the
arguments made by Jara-Ettinger and Dunham, provided that
elementary forms of social life are not regarded as proto-institu-
tional. Rather, they consist of reciprocal relations that social agents
learn to process, progressively acquiring the ability to identify their
essential properties – what we have called “naïve sociology.”

We are therefore more optimistic than they are about the role of
scripts in how we use our “social stance” to make sense of others’
behaviors (Taylor et al., 2023). Before becoming institutional
experts, social agents observe the interactions around them and
extract regular patterns that structure their social world. This
external reality can be considered as “objective” as physical reality
and cannot be reduced to internal representations alone.

This view has at least two advantages. From an epistemological
standpoint, it avoids “retrospective determinism” while capturing
both evolutionary continuity and the novelty of human sociality.
From a cognitive standpoint, it grounds the institutional stance in a
more elementary social stance, such as naïve sociology, that enables
social agents to navigate a shared realm of social interactions well
before the emergence of the roles, statuses, and normative com-
mitments characteristic of institutions.
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Abstract

Jara-Ettinger and Dunham treat the “mentalistic stance” as
theory-theory, leaving the institutional stance vulnerable to a
familiar reply: the tacit theory can be context-tuned to fit the
surprise cases. I argue that the institutional stance is best moti-
vated by pairing it with simulation-based mindreading and
scripts, which together reduce theory-theory’s distinctive
explanatory role and preserve the authors’ appeal to computa-
tional economy.

Jara-Ettinger and Dunham too quickly assimilate the mentalistic
stance to theory-like mindreading. They therefore leave open their
institutional stance to a familiar reply from theory-theorists,
namely, that the target phenomena can be recovered by enriching
the tacit theory. A more principled rebuttal of the theory-theory is
required to motivate the institutional stance, and that, in turn,
requires an alternative mentalist capacity. Simulation theory is one
such alternative.

Simulation-based mindreading offers a mentalistic but non-
theory-like alternative to theory-theory. To explain and predict

others’ behavior, one imaginatively places oneself in the other’s
epistemic and motivational situation. Much mental-state attri-
bution thus proceeds by redeploying one’s own practical and
affective resources (Goldman, 1992; 2006; Gordon, 1986; Gordon
& Cruz, 2003; Heal, 1986; Todd & Tamir, 2025).

This matters here because the “surprise” cases the authors
emphasize invite a standard theory-theory reply. The maneuver is
to accommodate the data by updating the theory to make it more
granular and reflect changes in context. The Kate and Eric vignette
(sect. 1) illustrates this. When Kate asks her workplace assistant
Eric to get her snacks after running into him at a movie theater,
Jara-Ettinger and Dunham argue that our surprise reflects reliance
on the institutional stance. On their view, this is an interpretive
framework appropriate to the workplace that does not fit the
informal setting, so we are surprised when we observe the insti-
tutional behaviors manifested. Since the theory-theory attribution
of Kate and Eric’s beliefs and desires can be readily carried over to
the informal context, the theory-theorist allegedly has no
explanation for our surprise.

A theory-theorist can readily offer a reply. Nothing in the
theory-theory requires attributing the same belief–desire profile
across contexts. The theory can be tuned so that work and leisure
contexts carry different default expectations. Contemporary
defenses of theory-theory often stress this flexibility, especially in
cases that are unexpected or involve idiosyncratic agents (Jara-
Ettinger, 2019; Jern, Lucas, & Kemp, 2017). Kate can be treated as
just such an agent, which would motivate a more complex attri-
bution of her beliefs and desires. For example, she may have
confused beliefs about the boundaries of an assistant’s obligations.
On this approach, surprise arises because Kate behaves as if the
work context belief–desire profile applies in a leisure setting.

Both the institutional stance and the theory-theory have an
explanation for the data. A way out of this standoff is to appreciate
that the institutional stance is attractive because it explains the
surprise without relying on unconstrained enrichment of a men-
talistic theory. More generally, the motivation for the institutional
stance consists in highlighting behavioral phenomena that resist,
or are less parsimoniously explained, by the mentalistic stance. But
the theory-theory always has resources to accommodate the
instances that motivate the institutional stance. This flexibility is
precisely why surprise cases do not, by themselves, force a choice
between theory-like mentalizing and the institutional stance. Jara-
Ettinger and Dunham effectively concede as much when they note
that a mentalistic interpretation is available (e.g., sect. 6.3.2), but
that it requires increasingly complex and intuitively implausible
mental-state attributions. They contrast this with the institutional
stance, which makes the same interactions appear seamless by
appeal to role-based expectations. The institutional stance is
therefore appealing not because it refutes the theory-theory on its
own terms but because it explains the surprise without relying on
open-ended enrichment of a tacit mentalistic theory. The worry
about the theory-theory is not complexity per se, but case-by-case
accommodation without any independent constraints on the
theory. And there is a ready alternative to the theory-theory
version of mentalism in the simulation theory.

Accordingly, I propose a division of labor. In structured con-
texts shaped by roles and norms, the institutional stance plus script
knowledge does much of the explanatory work that is often
assigned to theory-like mentalizing. In less structured contexts,
simulation-based mindreading supports flexible and agent-specific
interpretation. On this picture, the institutional stance does not
primarily compete with mentalism as such. It mainly competes
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with a theory-like construal of mentalism. The range of cases in
which theory-theory is the most parsimonious option is therefore
considerably narrowed. These are cases in which behavior is
genuinely novel or nonstandard and is not readily explained by folk
physics, as when someone trips and stumbles, not captured by a
familiar script, and not made predictable by institutional role
structure. They are also cases in which simulation is unreliable
because the target is dissimilar, atypical, or otherwise not well
modeled by first-person redeployment.

A second motivation Jara-Ettinger and Dunham offer is
computational economy. They argue that role-based reasoning can
reduce the cognitive costs and uncertainty of mentalizing and can
reduce the online computational burden of tracking beliefs and
desires in real time (sect. 6.3.1). This is a useful point, but it further
highlights what is missing from their picture of the mentalistic
stance. Simulationist accounts were motivated in part by the same
computational contrast, since simulation predicts others by
redeploying first-person resources rather than by applying an
increasingly complex theory (Cruz, 1998). The institutional stance
and simulation theory therefore look like parallel forms of cog-
nitive offloading that apply in different domains.

Jara-Ettinger and Dunham suggest that mentalism combined
with the institutional stance yields richer possibilities for repre-
senting and creating institutional structure (sect. 6.3.3).
Simulation-based mindreading can play that same enriching role,
since it supports agent-specific expectations about how particular
individuals will interpret and negotiate institutional roles, without
committing us to the theory-theory.

Once we acknowledge how readily the theory-theory can be
modified, its treatment of the authors’ surprise cases becomes
difficult to state without an overly permissive enrichment strategy.
If the theory can be freely revised to match each surprise, it no
longer looks like the kind of stable, learnable resource that could
guide online interpretation. The institutional stance treats the same
phenomena by deploying independently learnable representations
of social structure in terms of roles and norms, rather than by case-
by-case elaboration of an underlying theory. It looks stronger still
once simulation-based mindreading is counted as a mentalistic
alternative.
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Abstract

Jara-Ettinger and Dunham propose that institutional cognition
tracks roles and their normative expectations. I argue that
decentralized roles lacking formal authority require an additional
mechanism to stabilize legitimacy. Sacred values – nonnegotiable
commitments that impose costly obligations – function as role-
constitutive norms that signal intrinsic devotion, thereby deter-
mining legitimate role occupancy and preventing free riding on
group identities.

Jara-Ettinger and Dunham propose that an institutional stance,
reasoning about behavior in terms of roles and their normative
expectations, constitutes a core system of human social cognition
distinct from mental-state reasoning. Many of the roles they dis-
cuss, however, appear to rely on a legal – rational scaffolding,
leaving others, particularly those associated with group identities,
unexplained. Identities such as “American” or “scientist” are not
merely positions defined by codified rules but also roles embedded
in norm-governed systems that define entitlement, moral standing,
and membership boundaries. This raises the question of how
decentralized groups determine who legitimately occupies a role
and how free riding on group identity is prevented.

I propose that such roles are often stabilized through sacred
values – nonnegotiable commitments that signal intrinsic devotion
and define the normative foundations of rightful role occupancy.
In such cases, commitments function not merely as behavioral
guidelines but as role-constitutive norms that signal intrinsic
commitment and thereby define legitimate role occupancy. These
cases suggest that institutional cognition must represent two dis-
tinct classes of norms: compensatory norms governing role per-
formance and role-constitutive norms defining legitimate role
occupancy.

Jara-Ettinger and Dunham’s conception of roles frequently
presupposes a legal–rational scaffolding. As a result, role occu-
pancy is stabilized through formal structures that define who is
entitled to act and how violations are repaired. In such systems,
legitimacy is grounded in formally codified rules and procedural
regularity (Beetham, 2013; Weber, 1922/2019): a barista may
negotiate payment terms and a janitor’s entry hours without
jeopardizing their role. Although Jara-Ettinger and Dunham’s
framework allows that institutional reasoning also applies to
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informal roles such as group membership, it does not specify how
the legitimacy of role occupancy is determined in the absence of
formal authority.

InWeber’s (1922/2019) terms, such roles more closely resemble
traditional forms of authority, in which legitimacy rests not on
procedural rules but on shared belief and customary recognition.
Berger and Luckmann (1966) similarly argue that shared beliefs
become institutionalized when they are widely recognized as
legitimate foundations of social roles. In decentralized groups
lacking bureaucratic enforcement, legitimacy must therefore be
sustained through mechanisms that stabilize shared commitments
and transform contingent norms into obligations.

Sacred values, commitments treated as absolute and resistant to
instrumental tradeoffs, may provide one such mechanism. Unlike
ordinary norms, sacred values resist tradeoffs and motivate costly,
even self-sacrificial commitments. Across cultural and political
contexts, individuals treat certain principles, such as land, sover-
eignty, or religious sites, as nonnegotiable, refusing material
compromises even when they would produce substantial benefits
(Atran & Ginges, 2012; Dehghani et al., 2010; Ginges & Atran,
2013; Tetlock et al., 2000). Empirical work shows that when such
values become fused with group identity, individuals may express
willingness to incur extreme personal costs, including fighting or
dying to defend them (Hamid et al., 2019). Because these com-
mitments demand sacrifice, they function as credible signals of
legitimate role occupancy (Tetlock et al., 2000; Tetlock, Mellers &
Scoblic, 2017). By making commitment visible and costly, sacred
values stabilize expectations about legitimate role occupancy in
decentralized communities.

From the perspective of the institutional stance, such com-
mitments function as role-constitutive norms that help determine
who legitimately occupies a role. Their function is not merely to
regulate behavior but also to establish legitimate role occupancy
itself. Because sacred values are non-compensatory – resistant to
material substitution or procedural repair – their endorsement
signals intrinsic commitment rather than strategic compliance.
Violations, therefore, call an individual’s standing within the role
into question rather than simply triggering a sanction.

This dynamic can be seen in communities whose identities are
organized around sacred values that demand absolute commit-
ment. Identifying as a Quaker, for instance, does not depend solely
on formal membership in the Religious Society of Friends or
compliance with institutional rules. Rather, the identity is anch-
ored in a central sacred value: the belief that every individual
possesses an “inner light.” Because this commitment imposes an
obligation to extend forgiveness even in the face of serious
wrongdoing, failing to uphold it calls into question one’s claim to
the identity – and thus one’s standing within the role.

A similar dynamic operates in non-religious contexts. Although
scientists may work in different institutions or disciplines
and frequently disagree about particular theories, the identity of
“scientist” is sustained by a shared commitment to the authority of
the scientific method as a pathway to truth. When this epistemic
commitment is violated – for example, through fabrication or
deliberate disregard for evidence – the issue is not merely pro-
cedural misconduct. Such violations call into question whether the
individual legitimately occupies the role of scientist at all.

Taken together, these perspectives suggest that decentralized
institutions stabilize legitimacy through commitments treated as
intrinsic rather than negotiable. Formal institutions achieve this
through procedural legitimacy, whereas decentralized groups rely
on costly commitments that signal devotion to shared principles.

Social groups, therefore, reveal that the institutional stance must
represent not only norms governing how roles are performed, but
also norms determining who is entitled to occupy them.
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Abstract

The authors contend that the “institutional stance” paves the way
for uniquely human institutions. However, it is formalized rules
that are the integral ingredients for modern institutions and
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sufficient for understanding people within them. We suggest that
formalized rules are a technology for norm conformity that
codify, legitimize, enforce, and explain permissible behavior
across roles and contexts – and literally establish institutions.

The target article claims that people rely on representations of
institutional structures and roles embedded within them to
understand others’ behavior. The authors suggest that these rep-
resentations pave the way for the making of all kinds of social
institutions, from book clubs to companies. However, this
emphasis on the understanding of roles is missing a key facet of
modern human institutions, without which we cannot understand
their origins – the articulation of formal rules.

The creation of powerful, recursive, and ever-expanding (see
Klotz, 2021) human institutions (e.g., governments, universities,
recreational bowling leagues) cannot be explained by merely
scaling up our understanding of social roles. Institutions (from the
Latin instituere “to set up”) are products of deliberate efforts to
structure society with rules. Rules are articulated, legitimized,
codified, and enforced directives that regulate permissible
behavior. Rules are, in a sense, a technology, deliberately set up to
facilitate norm conformity.

Norms are well-established as essential for large-scale human
cooperation (Henrich & Muthukrishna, 2021), are appreciated by
children from a young age (Weston & Turiel, 1980), and have a
proto-form in animals that does not require the mentalistic stance
(Andrews, 2009; 2012). Institutional rules are widely known,
legitimized and enforceable by some authority (e.g., the police, the
crown, “the people”), written down, and as a result, are perfectly
transmittable across people and generations. Rules are a technology
fashioned from the raw materials of norms.

Yet, rules and norms are ultimately different in kind. Norms are
often underspecified, and their transmission is “lossy” (Heyes,
2018), changing as they are passed across time, contexts, and
cultures. In contrast, rules are formalized and come with pre-
specified punishments (Wylie & Gantman, 2023), and usually
require deliberate effort to change. People conform to the norms
only of relevant reference groups (Paluck & Prentice, 2020; Sherif
& Sherif, 1953), but expect that the rules apply equally to everyone
in their jurisdiction (Hannikainen et al., 2021; Wylie & Gantman,
2023; Wylie et al., 2026). Rules can alter norms (e.g., Supreme
Court ruling in favor of gay marriage; Tankard & Paluck, 2017),
and rules and norms can suggest people behave in opposite
directions (e.g., jaywalking; Wylie & Gantman, 2023).

Rules, then, are a very successful human innovation and are
constitutive of modern institutions. This technology has been used
at least as early as the earliest human writing, which details the
coordination of sharing resources and repayment of debts
(Graeber, 2011; 2015). Children create their own rules during play
(Castle, 1998), and can distinguish between the spirit and the letter
of the law by around age four (Bregant, Wellbery, & Shaw, 2019).
By five, they can even find loopholes in the space between their
meanings (Bridgers et al., 2025). Not until around seven years old,
however, do children recognize that some actions are available to
individuals only because of their status (i.e., role) within a par-
ticular institution (Noyes, Dunham, & Keil, 2023). The capacity
and proclivity to engage with rules are consistent across time and
emerge early in the lifespan.

The benefits of rules-tech are substantial in streamlining
institutional administration. Rules facilitate predictable inter-
actions among large groups of strangers (Hadfield & Weingast,

2012), even when they cannot communicate with each other
(Hannikainen et al., 2022). In this way, rules reduce the
cognitive burden of human interaction. Rules allow people to
skip reasoning – one can rely on a predetermined course of
action for what to do and what not to do; other considerations
(e.g., moral, ethical, efficiency) can be brushed aside. Indeed,
research suggests people feel a diminished sense of agency when
following rules (Caspar, Cleeremans, & Haggard, 2018) and
experience cognitive conflict when breaking them (Pfister
et al., 2019).

Critically, rules are also extremely useful for understanding the
behavior of others, as most people spend much of their time
abiding by the law. Rule adherence can explain why people submit
to taking their shoes off at the airport, returning their library books,
driving on the left (or right) side of the road, paying their taxes, and
avoiding plagiarism in their homework assignments. Rules can
perhaps best describe people’s behavior within institutions, when
their assigned roles take precedence over their personhood. People
who join institutions are explicitly trained (e.g., given a company
“bible”) on exactly what to do and how to do it. The obligation to
comply with rules readily explains much coordinated behavior,
and appreciating their importance complicates the apparent
throughline the authors propose from worker bees to middle
management. In sum, rules enable large-scale coordination, have
roots in animal minds, are readily appreciated and adapted by
children, and provide public, accessible attributions for behavior.
Formal rules, then, do much of what the institutional stance is
purported to do – no new system of social understanding required.
The authors suggest we need “institutional norms,” but we already
have norms bounded by social roles (e.g., Eagly & Wood, 2012);
what we do need is a cognitive science of formalized rules.

When we understand rules as technology, a kind of cultural
artifact (Franssen, Lokhorst, & Van de Poel, 2009), we can evaluate
what kinds of social configurations they make more or less likely
(Winner, 1980). Rules create order, a turbo-charged way of con-
trolling others, and give rise to inhumane forms of punishment
(e.g., prison; see Wylie et al., 2025). Rules can consolidate the
power of the rule-makers, serving the interests of some to the
detriment of others (Lukina, 2023; Wylie & Gantman, 2023). Rules
make institutions that make people ruleable.

Finally, the authors invoke Arendt’s coverage of Eichmann’s
trial and legal defense of “just following orders” as a downside to
taking the institutional stance. But thismisunderstands Arendt and
the power of rules. When she describes the Nazi bureaucrat as
“thoughtless,” she does not mean that we understand him through
the institutional stance, but rather that people embedded in
institutions follow rules given to them without seriously consid-
ering the actions they mandate. This is not a downside of the
institutional stance but a downside of institutional rules. It’s not the
roles we play, it’s the rules we follow.
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Abstract

We address two important questions that the target article leaves
largely open. First, we explain why institutional representations
on their own struggle to reduce uncertainty in social interactions
sufficiently and hence require mental state inferences to calibrate
predictions. Second, we explain how supplementing theories of
institutions with theories of mind provides the richness necessary
to refine social predictions.

Navigating the social world requires predicting others’ behavior.
The target article posits that abstract institutional representations
increase predictability by delineating the formal rules and social
norms that govern the behavior of different role holders within
organizational systems. It claims further that individuals form
expectations concerning others’ behavior by combining repre-
sentations of others’ roles in the social structure (e.g., boss, teacher,
and parent) and representations of others’ mental states (e.g.,
motives, beliefs, and feelings). However, the target article leaves
open the questions of why and how individuals synthesize pre-
dictions derived from institutional and mental state
representations.

Why individuals enrich institutional representations with
mental state representations

The claim that institutional environments – with their roles, rules,
and norms – enable calibrated expectations about human behavior
implicitly assumes that institutional environments are strong sit-
uations that restrict variance in human behavior (Li et al., 2025).
However, not all institutional environments are strong situations.
Tight environments feature well-defined norms and enforce them
strictly, whereas loose environments enable individuals to have
many degrees of freedom when choosing their actions (Gelfand,
Harrington, & Jackson, 2017). Supervisors and subordinates may
rely on their institutional representations to predict each other’s
behavior in tight environments but will likely need additional
information about others’ mental states to form accurate pre-
dictions in weak situations and loose environments (e.g., are they
motivated to do a good job?).
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Further, individuals may mentally represent the same institu-
tion differently. For example, employees may represent their
workplace as a hierarchy or as a network, with distinct conse-
quences for perceived norms (Moyal, Tan, & Halevy, 2023). This
variability in mental representations of institutions means that a
theory of the institutional context (e.g., workplace) may not be
enough to predict others’ behavior. Doing so requires under-
standing how others mentally represent the institution.

Within organizations, many employees experience role ambi-
guity and role conflict, which capture lacking clear information
about their role demands and facing contradictory role-based
expectations, respectively (Schmidt et al., 2014). Role ambiguity
and role conflict may increase variability in in-role behavior. Even
when expectations are clear, employees may engage in deviant
behavior, break rules, and innovate. By falling short of expect-
ations, exceeding expectations, or violating expectations in other
ways, coworkers may surprise each other (Halevy, Miclau, & Lee,
2026). The institutional stance is insufficient to reliably predict the
behavior of role holders who do not behave as expected.

Consider the case of convenience store robberies. Research
shows most people expect to find clerks behind the register when
they enter a convenience store, even though clerks sometimes stock
shelves, mop floors, and take bathroom breaks. Convenience store
robberies that begin while clerks violate robbers’ expectations by
being away from the cash register end up being significantly more
violent (DeCelles et al., 2022). Although the institution (conven-
ience store) and roles (robber, clerk) remain the same irrespective
of the clerk’s position in the store, this deviation from a role-based
expectation shifts the interaction toward greater violence. As this
example illustrates, knowing the institutional context and people’s
roles in it may be insufficient for predicting how an interaction will
unfold.

One institution mentioned frequently in the target article is
hierarchy. There is considerable variation among hierarchies, not
only across cultures and historical periods (Muthukrishna,
Henrich, & Slingerland, 2021) but also within the same society and
historical period. Hierarchies can be relatively steep or flat, well-
functioning or dysfunctional, based on dominance or prestige, and
so on (Cheng et al., 2013; Yu et al., 2019). Further, the same
position in the hierarchy may entail different duties and respon-
sibilities in different institutional contexts (e.g., a CEO in a private
company, a public company, and a nonprofit organization). The
fact that similar institutions often give rise to very different
normative systems (i.e., organizational cultures) is evident also
from the ubiquity of cultural clashes following organizational
mergers and acquisitions (Weber & Camerer, 2003). Hence,
knowledge of the institutional context and individuals’ roles may
be insufficient to predict others’ actions.

How theories of mind help calibrate predictions derived
from institutional theories

Our simple solution extends Figure 1c in the target article. We
propose that people regularly integrate institutional and mental
state representations in the same way they enrich nouns with
adjectives. Because role representations are insufficient to form
accurate predictions about others’ behavior, people supplement
roles with descriptors that capture others’mental states. Parents to
multiple children, or instructors who teach multiple students,
know that the roles “child” and “student” are insufficient to
describe how different individuals will behave in the same role.
This is why we have numerous adjectives that add meaningful

nuance to social roles: a helpful child, a curious student, a messy
roommate, a nasty neighbor, a kind boss. In all these cases, the
mentalistic stance meaningfully clarifies what to expect from the
role holder.

Importantly, the adjective does not have to represent an
enduring personality trait. It can capture a transient state that helps
calibrate expectations. Consider the role of a barista, mentioned
repeatedly in the target article. Keeping the role holder (barista)
and institution (café) constant, we may form different expectations
depending on whether the barista seems overworked and tired or
well-rested and energized on a given shift. Their expectations
concerning our tipping behavior may likewise depend on their
perceptions of our mood that day.

In sum, social prediction requires more than knowledge of
institutional structure and people’s roles in it. It requires mental
state inferences. Trust between two romantic partners or business
partners cannot be based only on roles and norms; it must
incorporate beliefs about others’ feelings, intentions, and capa-
bilities. The same logic applies beyond dyads and small teams. The
large-scale coordination and cooperation that are necessary to
provide public goods and solve collective action problems need
more than a theory of institutions; they require beliefs about others’
mental states. Hence, important as the institutional stance is for
forming expectations, understanding how people enrich institu-
tional models with mental state inferences is essential for a
complete and coherent theory of social prediction.
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Abstract

The target article proposes an evolutionarily old “institutional
stance,” where people make sense of others’ behavior through
roles independent of individuals. We argue that representations
of such role-filler-independent roles are likely not primitives. We
offer an alternative: relationship-bound role representations that
encode particular individuals. Role-filler independence may
instead be a cultural tool that addresses coordination challenges
in large-scale groups.

In many contemporary societies, some social roles and the
behaviors they afford depend on the institutions that create them,
regardless of the individuals who occupy them. A judge, a referee,
or a cashier is treated primarily as a position within a larger
institutional structure: whoever occupies the position is expected
to behave in role-appropriate ways. The target article proposes an
evolutionarily old “institutional stance,” according to which
people make sense of others’ behavior based on institutional
roles. We agree that social cognition is not solely, nor primarily,
grounded in mental state reasoning and that an institutional
stance captures an important feature of contemporary adult
social cognition. However, we argue that role-filler independence
– the intuition that anyone can occupy a role – is not an evo-
lutionarily ancient default but a widely available innovation that
helps solve coordination problems in large-scale societies. We
connect this argument broadly to the implications of work on
impartiality and suggest that another candidate for the founda-
tion of social reasoning could instead be relationship cognition:
abstract representations of relationships between particular
individuals that include relationship-bound roles.

Roles can be thought of in at least two ways that are non-
mutually exclusive: (1) role-filler-independent roles whose
occupants are interchangeable and (2) roles embedded within
interpersonal relationships (relationship-bound roles). Many of
the authors’ examples – baristas, janitors, and cashiers – are
contemporary jobs. The behaviors afforded by these roles are
shaped by institutions situated in large-scale economic systems,
which we argue are particularly salient examples of role-filler
independent roles. Take their movie-theater example, where a
boss no longer expects their employee to fetch things for them
when the employee is “off the clock.” While intuitive to many
readers, this example may not be intuitive to infants or young
children or even people living in different economic systems.
Indeed, even US adults likely do not “forget” their boss–employee

relationship when off the clock. Alternatively, roles can be rep-
resented within interpersonal relationships. For example, people
have expectations about how mothers (one role) behave toward
their children (another role). However, while a child may have
multiple caregivers whose roles have overlapping functions,
children likely do not think of their caregivers as interchangeable.
If a child’s father leaves or dies, he cannot simply be replaced with
another caregiver without changing the representation. In this
way, relational representations often include particular people in
the relation. These two ways in which roles can function are not
mutually exclusive. Even highly institutional roles can become
relationship-bound (e.g., building a relationship with a particular
barista), and conversely, relational roles (e.g., mother) can be
conceived of abstractly in the absence of particular people. We
agree that infants have abstract representations of relationship
categories, which allow for generalization. However, we argue
that they work with representations of particular people.
Research demonstrates that infants track structured social rela-
tions, including dominance hierarchies, asymmetric interactions,
and stable patterns of affiliation. However, these findings do not
uniquely support representations of abstract roles with role-filler
independence, the way the institutional stance may suggest. For
example, dominance hierarchies in other species may arise from
patterns of interactions among particular individuals and their
particular ties, rather than abstract dominant and subordinate
role slots. Indeed, children and infants generalize dominance
relations asymmetrically, generalizing dominance more readily
than subordination (e.g., the role of the “dominant” is not
interchangeable; Mascaro et al., 2023; Hok et al., 2024).
Moreover, infants expect different social interactions when social
partners change (Kudrnova, Spelke, & Thomas, 2024; Pepe et al.,
2025; Thomas, Saxe, & Spelke, 2022). There is no evidence that
infants change expectations of how particular dyads will interact
when contexts change. While it is possible that infants can rec-
ognize institutions and would expect similar interactions even
when a social partner is swapped out within the same institutional
role, there is no such evidence. Thus, while existing infant
research does not necessarily exclude the possibility that infants
assume role-filler independence, the data can also be explained by
representations that include particular individuals. While we
think it is unlikely that the primitive foundation of social cog-
nition includes role-filler independence, we agree that it plays an
important role in shaping contemporary human adult cognition,
which may allow for many new ways to relate, both positive and
negative. For example, role-filler independence is closely related
to other social tools such as impartiality. Thus, role-filler inde-
pendence may be a representational format (focusing on the role
rather than the individual). Impartiality may be a normative
principle that uses this representational format. These types of
social tools may emerge recurrently across historical and cultural
contexts under conditions that require larger-scale coordination.
In large-scale social environments – contemporary markets,
bureaucracies, or contexts with many interactions with unfa-
miliar individuals – it is infeasible to maintain rich representa-
tions for every social partner. Institutional roles provide a
solution by allowing expectations to generalize across individuals
occupying the same functional position, rather than indexing
across particular individuals and their relationships (for a similar
argument on morality, see DeScioli & Kurzban, 2013). Consistent
with this view, both adults and older children, at least in the USA,
expect formal rules to emerge preferentially in large groups,
where identity-based relationship tracking may be more difficult
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(Hok, Thomas, & Saxe, 2025a).Classic sociology and historical
analyses converge on a similar conclusion. Weber’s account of
bureaucratic institutions emphasizes the central role of imper-
sonal, functionally defined positions in enabling scalable
coordination in modern societies (Weber, 1921/1922/1978).
Likewise, historians have argued that notions of impartiality
“forcefully emerged” in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries,
as cultural tools for managing perceptions of parochial bias in
increasingly larger and more fragmented social worlds (Murphy
& Traninger, 2014). Furthermore, developmental work with
children finds that notions of impartiality and procedural justice
emerge fairly late in childhood: between 6 and 8 years (Schmidt
et al., 2016; Shaw &Olson, 2014; Hok et al., 2025b). Together, this
evidence suggests that an institutional stance does not form the
foundation of social cognition. Rather, it may emerge as a social
innovation to address issues that arise as humans form very large
modes of organization. These inventions may be enabled by
evolutionarily old capacities to represent relationships among
particular individuals and by humans’ prolific ability to learn
from others and invent new ways of relating.
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Abstract

Jara-Ettinger and Dunham’s institutional stance conceives of
social behavior in terms of roles; economists instead define
institutions in terms of rules. I argue that rules, rather than roles,
are logically (and likely cognitively) primary because (i) rules are
underdetermined by roles, (ii) many rules are more abstract than
roles, and (iii) rules only work if they rarely need to be enforced.

Understanding and improving institutions may be the most
important task of social science. They determine much about every
society’s economic outcomes and the life prospects of every human
being (Acemoglu, Johnson, & Robinson, 2005). Some economists
recognize that neoclassical economics lacks the tools needed to
fully understand institutions, pointing toward cognitive science to
fill explanatory gaps (North, 2005). Developing a cognitive eco-
nomics of institutions is thus a crucial, yet largely neglected, project
(Johnson, in press), of which the evolutionary and developmental
underpinnings would be a cornerstone.

It was with great interest, therefore, that I read about Jara-
Ettinger and Dunham (J&D)’s institutional stance. J&D define
“institutions” as a “network of interconnected roles” or “repre-
sentation of a graph, where each node represents a role and each
edge represents a relation.” As examples, J&D mention univer-
sities, governments, committees, charities, homeowner associa-
tions, businesses (e.g., corporate offices, rental-car agencies, cafés),
and clubs (e.g., sports teams, knitting groups, book clubs, soror-
ities, study groups). I learned much from J&D’s theorizing about
role-based social inference.

I am less sure I have learned where “institutions” come from, in
the sense that economists and political scientists use the term. They
usually define “institutions” as the “rules of the game” within
which economic and political activity occurs (Crawford &Ostrom,
1995; Hogdson, 2006; North, 1990). Prototypical examples include
property law, insurance markets, democratic accountability, sep-
aration of powers, rule of law, accounting standards, schedules of
taxation, and judicial rules of evidence. (J&D’s sense of “institu-
tion” maps more closely to what institutional economists call
“organizations” [North, 1990] – a subset of “institutions” in the
broad sense. “Organization” is probably closer to the vernacular
use of “institution.”) The intricate combination of formal

legislation and informal norms constituting these rules exerts
pervasive but largely invisible effects on our lives.

Rules and roles are, of course, related. The rights and
responsibilities entailed by roles follow from the rules associated
with those roles (e.g., the role of property owner is defined by the
rules governing what a person can do with their property), and
formal rules gain their force in part from enforcement by indi-
viduals in roles imbued with authority (e.g., rules of evidence are
enforced by judges). If rules and roles are two sides of the same
coin, then perhaps the institutional stance gives us all we need to
understand institutions in the economists’ sense.

For several reasons, however, I believe that rules are more
fundamental than roles, both logically and (I suspect) cognitively.

First, roles greatly underdetermine the rules. For example, an
individual filling the role of “judge” has the power to issue rulings
about intellectual property. But this tells us little about the content
of those laws, and it is those details that matter for economic
outcomes (Friedman, 2001). Copyrights provide weak but lengthy
protections to authors against copying specific text (literally
construed), whereas patents provide strong but short protections
to inventors against imitating an idea (broadly construed). The
stronger protections on patents are economically important
because they raise the returns to innovation for the inventor; their
shorter terms are equally important because they (eventually)
reduce the cost of the innovation for the user. Although the judge
has the power to enforce these rules, she has only modest dis-
cretion. Both the cognitive content and economic rationale of
patent law focus on the rules, not the roles.

Second, some rules are abstracted so far from those who
“enforce” them that it is unnatural to analyze them in terms of
roles. A key “meta-institution” is the rule of law – the principle that
abstract and consistent rules, rather than the particulars of who
occupies positions of power, determine how institutions work
(Fukuyama, 2011). For societies with rule of law, the enforcer of the
rules is secondary to the rules themselves, enhancing the primacy
of rules over roles. Just as importantly, the meta-institution of the
rule of law is so abstract that it is hard to pinpoint any individual
role as its “enforcer.”

Third, because formal enforcement is costly, institutions can
effectively guide society only when their enforcement is rarely
required; this is why effective formal institutions are almost always
built on top of informal norms that are largely self-enforcing. In
this sense, the law has an existence independent of – and more
fundamental than – the roles that enforce it (North, 1990).

None of this undermines the empirical claims made by J&D,
which are both plausible and interesting. I also agree with the
broader point that institutions rely on sociocognitive adaptations
that are psychologically prior to institutions themselves.
Institutions are cultural technologies built on top of evolved
instincts, yet they come to transcend them by taking on a life of
their own via cultural evolution. Where I differ from J&D is that I
doubt that role-based construal is the primary sociocognitive
adaptation needed for this job.

Consider an analogy. Spoken language is a set of instincts that
biologically evolved at least 100,000 years ago, whereas written
language is a technology that culturally evolved around 5,000 years
ago. Reading and writing co-opt not only our language instinct but
also other innate capacities such as object recognition and motor
control. We likely wouldn’t have written language if humans had
not evolved bipedalism to free our hands – but we would not
thereby identify bipedalism as the primary instinctual under-
pinning of writing. Interpreting behavior in terms of roles,
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similarly, is at best one of many instinctual underpinnings of
institutions.

What would a more comprehensive catalog of such instinctual
precursors to institutional technologies include? As J&D would
likely agree, norm psychology, theory-of-mind, and indeed, social-
role construal surely all contribute. So too do many of our soci-
ocognitive adaptations for cooperation (e.g., reciprocity), intuitive
theories (e.g., lay economics; Boyer & Petersen, 2018), the domain-
general capacity for abstract reasoning, and the domain-specific
capacity for reasoning about rational actors (as in Jara-Ettinger
et al., 2016). To the extent that it makes sense to speak of an
“institutional stance” that has rules, rather than roles, as its domain,
it is more likely a patching together of distinct cognitive systems
rather than a single adaptation.
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Abstract

Jara-Ettinger and Dunham diminish institutions by conflating
institutional roles with roles in a very broad sense. In doing so,
they obscure the important conceptual changes that occur during
middle childhood. I review the evidence, undiscussed by Jara-
Ettinger and Dunham, that shows the absence of a Theory of
Institutions in early childhood.

I previously argued that a “Theory of Institutions” (Noyes, Keil, &
Dunham, 2020) develops during middle childhood and constitutes
a conceptual change – i.e., a transformation and expansion of
children’s conceptual repertoire. Jara-Ettinger and Dunham take
up the idea that there is a Theory of Institutions, but attribute that
theory to infants and young children.

Jara-Ettinger and Dunham elide a critical distinction between
roles in the very broad sense and institutional roles. An institution
is (or defines) a self-reproducing structure that retains its identity
across changes in role-occupiers. For example, the US national
women’s soccer team has existed for over 40 years, even though the
members today are not the members of 1985. Contrast a soccer
team with a friendship. We can refer to being a friend as a role, but
a friendship is not an institution. The identity of a friendship is not
independent of the people in it. When I became friends with Jonah,
a new friendship was born. If Jonah stops being my friend, I cannot
preserve that friendship by substituting him with someone else.

Infants and young children make sophisticated inferences
about social interactions and relationships. They might infer, for
example, that if Amy dominates Bill and Bill is friends with Carl,
then Amy dominates Carl too (Mascaro et al., 2023). But no degree
of sophistication transforms patterns of domination and friend-
ship into an institution – in the sense of a self-reproducing
structure that retains its identity across changes in role-occupiers.

In Noyes and Dunham (2020), I presented children with the
following scenario: a target is friends with the members of group A
(but not B), but has fulfilled the joining procedure for group B (but
not A). Four-year-old children say the target is a member of group
A, the group of their friends, whereas older children and adults say
the target is a member of group B. Without the concept of an
INSTITUTION, young children cannot represent a group as
numerically distinct from its members. In turn, they can only
render a group as an aggregate of agents. To be a group, for young
children, is to cooperate, share, and play together. The aggregate
can expand or shrink as agents start and stop cooperating, sharing,
and playing together, but there is no self-reproducing structure
that is numerically distinct from the aggregate (Noyes et al., 2023).

Let me return to the explanation, which is the focus of the target
article. Jara-Ettinger and Dunham argue for two modes of
explanation of human behavior: We can explain behavior via
mental states or institutions. Everyone agrees that children can
make sense of agent behavior by drawing on knowledge about
things other than mental states. Some of that knowledge includes
generalized expectations about people in role categories, such as
“soccer player.” Although these categories refer to institutional
roles in the adult language, we cannot assume that these words are
backed by institutional concepts in early childhood. Children
might say, “she kicked the ball because she is a soccer player”; Jara-
Ettinger and Dunham take this as evidence for an “institutional
stance.” But, if the explanation rests on generalized expectations
about agent goals, rather than how the agent is situated in an
institution, then children’s reasoning may be accomplished by a
Theory of Agents alone. To evidence a Theory of Institutions, we
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need to examine cases where a Theory of Agents furnishes the
wrong explanation of an institutional phenomenon, such that the
right explanation is diagnostic of a Theory of Institutions.

One test case that serves this purpose is institutional action,
which includes signing an executive order, officiating a wedding,
and scoring a goal. An action is institutional when the agent
performing the action must do so in their capacity as an institu-
tional role-occupier in order to achieve the expected outcome,
which is a change to some institutional fact. For example, pushing a
ball across a threshold can obligate the other team to concede
defeat and the governing body to award a trophy. Institutional
actions are an ideal case for testing whether children have a Theory
of Institutions: One cannot understand why an institutional action
achieved its outcome based on an analysis of agent behavior alone.
Without the concept of INSTITUTION, one cannot grasp that a
soccer team is a separate entity from the agents; in turn, one cannot
grasp that scoring a point depends on how an agent is situated
within the structure of the soccer team. If an “institutional stance”
is needed anywhere, it is needed here.

I examined children’s reasoning about institutional actions in
Noyes et al. (2020). I taught children that three people belonged to
a role that kicks balls into trees to score points for their team. Then,
I told the children that the team removed the original three people
from the role and inserted three new people. I then asked children
what would happen if one of the removed individuals kicked a ball
into a tree. With a Theory of Agents alone, a child may see the
behavior as weird or even wrong. But the child cannot see the
behavior as ineffectual. The action did have the desired effect – it
went across the threshold! The action is only ineffectual with
respect to institutional facts. Therefore, to see the action as inef-
fectual requires a Theory of Institutions. I asked the children:
Would kicking the ball into the tree score a point for one of the
teams? Nine-year-old children said it would not. But four-year-old
children said it would. They failed to see occupying the institu-
tional role as explanatorily relevant. The same pattern of
responding occurred for all the institutional actions I tested.

Jara-Ettinger and Dunham may interpret these data as the
continued enrichment of children’s Theory of Institutions. But, if
children’s ontology excludes institutional objects – i.e., self-
reproducing structures that retain their identity across changes in
role-occupiers – then there is no Theory of Institutions to be
enriched. During middle childhood, a conceptual change unlocks
a whole new ontological category and makes intelligible a whole
new class of phenomena, including institutional groups and
actions.
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Abstract

There cannot be a distinct grammar for the institutional stance
because institutional kind concepts (i) are not self-contained, (ii)
share formal characteristics with non-institutional kind concepts,
and (iii) combine with non-institutional kind concepts to form
coherent thoughts, implicating a common representational for-
mat. The stance is best thought of as one perspective provided by
a generative grammar of kind concepts.

Jara-Ettinger and Dunham propose that the institutional stance is
supported by a generative grammar on the basis of (i) the fact that
we can represent and create an unbounded number of arbitrary
institutional structures; (ii) the existence of a unique type of
representation that is specialized for thinking and reasoning about
institutions; and (iii) the fact that these resources can be used to
think about social collectives from an institutional perspective
whether or not they actually have institutional structure. Similar
arguments can be made for other stances (e.g., essentialist and
mentalist) potentially leading to the suggestion that our conceptual
systems consist of multiple generative grammars. Such a view is
problematic for multiple reasons.

I illustrate the problems for such a view by considering the
institutional stance, though the problems apply equally to other
stances. First, the institutional stance is not self-contained.
Institutions cannot be fully characterized without making refer-
ence to representations of things that are not institutions (e.g.,
universities have buildings; baristas make coffee). Second, whereas
Jara-Ettinger and Dunham do a great job of characterizing the
ways in which institutional representations are distinctive, the
institutional representations must also support modes of thought
that are shared with concepts in other domains. For example, the
concepts that represent institutions and their roles support
instance-of-kind and kind perspectives, just as non-institutional
concepts such as DOG and TABLE do. Thus, the concept BARISTA

allows us to think and talk about particular persons as baristas as
well as to think and talk about a particular kind of profession and
thus baristas generally. Whereas instances of the kind barista may
be characterized via predicates such as MALE or FEMALE, the kind
itself cannot. On the other hand, baristas may be said to be
widespread, even though instances of the kind baristas cannot be so
characterized. Furthermore, whereas two instances of an institu-
tional, or non-institutional, kind can be qualitatively identical,
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differing only numerically, two institutional, or non-institutional,
kinds cannot differ only numerically. Thus, two baristas, like two
dogs, can be qualitatively identical but numerically distinct, but
baristas and schmaristas, like dogs and schmogs, cannot be distinct
kinds if they are merely numerically distinct, but qualitatively
identical. In these, and other formal characteristics, kind and
instance-of kind representations of institutional kinds do not differ
from such representations for non-institutional kinds such as DOG
and TABLE. If our conceptual systems contain multiple generative
grammars, these shared conceptual capacities would have to be
built into each grammar separately, a decidedly unparsimonious
possibility. Finally, we can form an unlimited number of coherent
thoughts involving both institutional and non-institutional kinds
and their instances (e.g., THE SCHOOL DOES NOT ALLOW DOGS IN

THE CLASSROOM) suggesting the need for a common format in
which we can combine both institutional and non-institutional
concepts.

A better solution than positing multiple generative grammars is
to have a generative grammar that can capture both the unity and
the diversity found in the ways we think and reason about things
from different content domains. One attempt to formulate such a
theory can be found in the generative theory of conceptual form
(Prasada, 2026). According to that theory, all our concepts provide
perspectives (stances) for thinking and talking about things and
their properties. The perspectives are encoded in the formal
structure of concepts – their conceptual form – which provides
instructions for how to think about the contentful properties of the
concept. Kind concepts are constituted of three types of formal
components, a generative component, a descriptive component,
and indexical elements. Kind concepts from formally distinct
domains are generated via different combinations of the formal
components of kind representations and how those components
are realized. Prasada (2026) develops a fragment of the theory of
conceptual form which generates kind representations for a wide
variety of non-social kinds. It also suggests that the theory may be
extended to generate social kind concepts by allowing that
instances of social kinds are constituted of amultiplicity of persons,
with some social kinds being constituted by persons in roles (e.g.,
FAMILY), while others do not require roles (e.g., COMMUNITY), and
with some allowing independence between roles and the persons
occupying those roles (e.g., COMMITTEE) and others not (e.g.,
FAMILY). Such extensions capture distinctive properties of formally
distinct classes of social kind concepts. Those distinctive elements
work in concert with formal components that characterize kinds
across content domains. For example, both living kinds and artifact
kinds are partially characterized via principled connections
between the kind and certain functional characteristics (Prasada &
Dillingham, 2006; Prasada, 2017, 2026). Given the normative
dimension of principled connections and the relevance of func-
tions for characterizing non-institutional kinds, it appears that the
machinery needed for characterizing non-institutional kinds is
well suited for characterizing institutional kinds as well as the roles
of which those kinds are constituted. Incorporating Jara-Ettinger
and Dunham’s analysis of institutional kinds with the theory of
conceptual form is likely to yield new insights into the mechanisms
that guide our thoughts about institutions as well as other kinds of
things. The resulting theory would have the characteristics that
motivate Jara-Ettinger and Dunham’s proposal that we have a
generative grammar for institutional concepts without the draw-
backs of thinking of it as being distinct from the formal dimension
of commonsense kind concepts more generally. On that view, the
institutional stance would be one of the many perspectives for

thinking and talking made available by the generative grammar of
conceptual form.
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Abstract

Social psychology tells us that perceivers tend to prioritize per-
son-based explanations of behavior and fail to recognize the
causal influence of social roles and other situational information.
This cognitive bias seems to occur automatically but cultural
factors matter. We explain the relevance of landmark social
psychology contributions for understanding the Institutional
Stance and its interplay with the Mentalistic Stance.

About 100 years ago, Lewin (1931) urged psychologists to move
from Aristotelian to Galileian thinking. He argued that scholars
should stop assuming that behavior emanates solely from a person’s
traits andmental states and recognize the power of situational forces.
He firmly believed that social contexts guide desires and beliefs as
much as the gravitational pull of the sun influences the Earth’s orbit.
If he were alive today, Lewin would love the Institutional Stance and
how it offers a representational system for processing social relations
to complement the dominant Mentalistic Stance. He might be
dismayed, however, that Jara-Ettinger and Dunham largely over-
looked the work of his intellectual progeny – the social psychologists
– when formulating their ideas.
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The argument for the Institutional Stance is mostly built from
developmental psychology and ethology observations. The
framework that emerges convincingly asserts that people are
capable of deriving behavioral expectations from social roles. The
points about role-filler independence and how perceivers might
switch from an Institutional Stance to a Mentalistic Stance when
individuals defy normative behaviors for their roles mesh well with
social psychological perspectives on impression formation (e.g.,
Brewer, 1988; Fiske & Neuberg, 1990). There is a lot for social
psychologists to laud. That said, we suspect that perceivers neglect
to use the Institutional Stance more frequently than Jara-Ettinger
and Dunham’s reasoning would dictate. We derive this prediction
from classic social psychology research on causal attribution.

A troubling reality emerged for the situationists of the 1960s
and 1970s. Although studies were showing the power of the sit-
uation (e.g., Asch, 1951; Milgram, 1963), perceivers seemed to
overestimate the impact of person factors and underestimate that
of situational factors when explaining psychological and behav-
ioral responses (Gilbert & Malone, 1995; Ross, 1977). These
research participants were making the same mistake that irked
Lewin about his scholarly contemporaries and that Jara-Ettinger
andDunham argue is still beingmade by researchers hyper focused
on the Mentalistic Stance. Ross (1977) famously labeled this
phenomenon the fundamental attribution error.

A lot of the evidence for the fundamental attribution error came
from studies that put people in social roles designed to constrain
their behavior and then documented how observers made dis-
positional inferences anyway. Here, we highlight a handful of
prominent examples. Jones and Harris (1967) found that people
assumed that an essay reflected a writer’s true attitudes even when
they were told that essay position was determined by a coin flip.
Ross, Amabile, and Steinmeitz (1977) randomly assigned partic-
ipants to either the role of questioner or contestant in a quiz game.
Observers consistently rated the questioner as more intelligent
than the contestant because they could answer more questions
even though they were aware that the questioner chose the
questions. Bierbrauer (1979) re-enacted Milgram’s study about
obedience to authority and found that observers failed to recognize
the situational forces operating upon the teacher delivering the
shocks unless they were given considerable time to reflect on what
had transpired. Guided by studies like these, social role theory
(Eagly, 1987) pioneered the idea that people’s tendency for
neglecting social role constraints has contributed to stereotypes,
such as men are better leaders than women. In all of these
examples, it appears that participants eagerly take a Mentalistic
Stance and neglect to use the Institutional Stance to the degree
warranted by their information processing task.

Bierbrauer’s findings indicate that neglect of the situation might
occur automatically, and deliberate reasoning can result in more
appreciation of situational influences. Gilbert’s three-stage model
formalized this notion by arguing that observers first categorize the
behavior of others, then characterize the actor in trait terms, and
finally correct their initial inference with information about situa-
tional constraints if cognitive resources are available (Gilbert,
Pelham, & Krull, 1988). According to Gilbert and colleagues,
categorization and characterization occur automatically, consistent
with Winter and Uleman’s (1984) observations about spontaneous
trait inferences, but the correction stage that considers situational
explanations is a deliberate process. From this vantage, the
Mentalistic Stance might be dominant because it can be accessed
automatically when causal attributions need to be made, whereas it

takes an extra step for the valuable social relation information tracked
by the Institutional Stance to be incorporated into these judgments.

The last several decades of social psychology indicate that the
interplay of the Mentalistic Stance and Institutional Stance might be
culturally dependent. The moderating effect of culture is considered
by Jara-Ettinger andDunham, and they reference social psychological
work by Gelfand, Nishii, and Raver (2017) to make this point.
Pertinent to attribution, the fundamental attribution error seems less
prevalent in people from East Asian cultures compared to those from
the Western ones that filled the participant pools of the foundational
attribution studies (e.g., Choi, Nisbett, & Norenzayan, 1999; Morris &
Peng, 1994). Other studies suggest that East Asian individuals process
situational information more automatically than Westerners
(Knowles et al., 2001; Lee, Hallahan, & Herzog, 1996). The reasoning
is that East Asian cultures prioritize understanding context and
interdependence, whereas Western cultures emphasize the actor
independent of the surrounding context (Nisbett et al., 2001). Thus, it
is sensible to predict that the Institutional Stance is used more
automatically by people reared in cultures that encourage inter-
dependent construals.

We hope that our commentary highlights the value of the social
psychology literature for unlocking theoretical insight about the
Institutional Stance that might not otherwise be apparent. Jara-
Ettinger and Dunham, for instance, state as self-evident that
observers will infer a person’s liking for olive oil differently when
cues in the environment suggest that the olive oil holder is a cus-
tomer versus a grocer stocking the shelf (Figure 3 in the target
article). Social psychology suggests that thismight not occur. It could
depend onwhether automatic or deliberate processes are engaged. It
could depend on the cultural orientation of the observer. More
broadly, we encourage scholars of various disciplines studying social
behavior tomine the social psychology literature for inspiration.We
totally understand apprehension due to replication concerns
(Nelson, Simmons, & Simonsohn, 2018; Spellman, 2015). However,
within the muck, there are a lot of insightful gems if you dig beneath
the surface.
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Abstract

The authors propose that humans are endowed with the “insti-
tutional stance” – a capacity to interpret social behavior through
roles within institutional structures. We consider that this
capacity might reflect a developmental achievement rather than a
starting point. Early social reasoning may reflect domain-general
tendencies to represent kinds with normative properties, with
generative institutional reasoning emerging later with differ-
entiated representations of individuals.

The target article proposes an elegant account of social cognition as
reasoning about the roles people occupy, rather than only their
mental states. The authors view this “institutional stance” as an
evolutionarily endowed system that operates from infancy. Two
features of the developmental trajectory of norm-based reasoning,
however, raise the possibility of alternate origins and greater
developmental change than the current proposal predicts. Rather
than reflecting an early-emerging, domain-specific system, early
norm-based reasoning may originate in domain-general repre-
sentations of kinds with normatively connected features, with
institutional reasoning emerging later as children develop richer
representations of individuals and their mental states.

First, the weighting of normative and mental-state information
shifts across development – young children show a surprising bias
toward norms. For example, young children (e.g., ages 4–5) predict
that agents will follow norms instead of their personal preferences
(Berndt & Heller, 1986; Chalik, Rivera, & Rhodes, 2014; Kalish &
Shiverick, 2004), and expect norms more than preferences to
generalize across groups and be stable over time (Kalish, 2002,
2012; Kalish & Lawson, 2008; Kalish & Shiverick, 2004). They also
misremember behavior driven by mental states as instead
reflecting norms (Kalish, 2012). By around age 7, children instead
prioritize mental states in each of these cases. These systematic
developmental changes are not clearly specified within the pro-
posed framework, which instead emphasizes early emergence and
stability of both institutional and mental-state reasoning.

Second, children’s early norm-based reasoning is not restricted
to the social domain. Young children extend normative reasoning
to animal categories, responding that animals should display their
characteristic features (Foster-Hanson et al., 2021; Haward et al.,
2018). They also view animals that most clearly exemplify these
normative features as the best examples of their kinds (Foster-
Hanson & Rhodes, 2019a). As in the social domain, these tend-
encies weaken with age, as children increasingly incorporate
individuating information.

Domain-generality, along with developmental changes in the
weighting of normative information, are both consistent with a
general, early-emerging bias to represent kinds with characteristic,
normatively connected features (Prasada & Dillingham, 2006;
2009), with a developmental shift toward more robust repre-
sentations of individuals. Such a general shift is well-documented.
Young children preferentially remember, choose to learn about,
and generalize based on kinds more than individuals, with a shift
across development toward more consideration of within-category
variation and of individuals as distinct from the categories to which
they belong (Brandone, 2017; Cimpian & Erickson, 2012; Cimpian
& Park, 2014; Gelman, Sánchez Tapia, & Leslie, 2016; Gülgöz &
Gelman, 2015; Leslie & Gelman, 2012; Rhodes, Brickman, &
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Gelman, 2008; Rhodes, Gelman, & Brickman, 2008; Riggs, Kalish,
& Alibali, 2014).

From this perspective, early norm-based reasoning may not yet
reflect institutional reasoning in the sense described by the authors,
but instead broader features of how children reason about kinds. A
key distinction, as the authors note, is that in kind-based reasoning,
normatively connected features are properties of the category
members themselves, whereas in institutional reasoning, such
features arise from occupying a role. A critical test, then, is whether
children treat norms as intrinsic properties of people or as con-
tingent on roles1.

Although direct evidence on this question is limited, existing
findings are suggestive. Young children often treat role-based
obligations as identity-defining, viewing individuals who occupy
certain roles as being category members “deep down” (Foster-
Hanson & Rhodes, 2019b). In addition, children tend to conflate
norms and desires, assuming that people want to fulfill their
obligations (Costanzo, Grumet, & Brehm, 1974; Kalish, 1998;
Kalish & Shiverick, 2004; Riggs & Fast, 2025). Only later do
children understand that norm compliance can diverge from
individual preference, and respond that only those who genuinely
care about fulfilling a role are members of the category “deep
down.” Together, these findings suggest that young children may
initially represent norms as intrinsic to category membership
rather than as contingent on roles.

Thus, perhaps young children begin with domain-general kind
representations that support normative expectations. Over time,
they develop richer representations of individuals and come to
understand norms as arising from roles rather than as an intrinsic
part of category membership. One way to reconcile this devel-
opmental account with the target article is to interpret early norm-
based reasoning as proto-institutional cognition. On this view,
young children represent categories with normative expectations
but lack the role-filler independence and structured coordination
that characterize mature institutional reasoning. Ontogeny may
therefore parallel the phylogenetic progression proposed, with fully
flexible and generative institutional reasoning emerging later in
development.

A central question is how this transition occurs. One possibility,
which could present a challenge to the proposed framework, is that
it depends in part on the development of mental-state reasoning.
Understanding that people sometimes act counter to their own
preferences, and that different people, with different mental states,
can occupy the same role and behave similarly, may help children
represent roles as abstract positions that constrain behavior
independently of the people who occupy them. Without thinking
about mental states, role and person may remain fused. Consistent
with this possibility, the ability to predict behavior that conflicts
with category norms is related to theory-of-mind development
(Chalik et al., 2014). When children explicitly represent mental
states, deviations from norms become informative: the misalign-
ment between a person’s preferences and the category demands
makes the category visible as something operating outside of
individual membership. In this way, representing mental states
might enable a shift from a kind of representation where category
membership reflects something deep and internal to a role rep-
resentation where the role is an external position that people can
occupy, resist, or leave. We view this type of interplay between
mental state and norm-based reasoning in the development of
institutional thought as consistent with current developmental
evidence, but a departure from the authors’ proposal, as we
understand it.

Taken together, these considerations suggest that institutional
reasoning may emerge through the interaction of domain-general
kind representations and developing capacities for representing
individuals and their mental states. This view retains the authors’
emphasis on norm-based reasoning as central to social cognition,
but suggests that full-fledged institutional reasoning may char-
acterize a mature endpoint of social cognition rather than its
starting point.
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Abstract

Jara-Ettinger and Dunham argue that the institutional stance is
used to interpret the behavior of individuals and represent
alternative structures. While they focus on roles like barista, they
argue that the stance also applies to kinds like race and gender. I
argue that there are several differences suggesting this is incorrect,
or at least not yet supported by their arguments.

Jara-Ettinger and Dunham argue that the institutional stance can
be used to interpret and analyze behavior and that it is generative,
allowing us to represent and create arbitrary structures. While
most of their examples focus on roles for individuals like barista,
assistant, or the most dominant member of a baboon troop, they
also connect the institutional stance to social kinds like race,
gender, and caste kinds, arguing that the institutional stance “offers
the possibility of envisioning and enacting new and more just
futures” (39). Here I draw out differences between these cognitive
projects applied to, on the one hand, individuals playing roles and
those roles themselves (e.g., a barista, the barista role), and, on the
other, to individual kind members and social kinds themselves
(e.g., a woman, the kind women). These suggest the institutional
stance is not utilized in both cases, or, at least, that more work is
needed to show that it is.

Imagine a basketball team. It has a structure with positions like
point guard and center. Team members play these roles. Players’
behavior can be interpreted through the roles they play. Other
basketball teams share the same structure, but on those teams,
different people play each role. And each teammight have different
players at different times. We can also imagine roles themselves
changing – for instance, the role of point guard coming to involve
more shooting as part of its function.

Now think of social kinds like women andmen orWhite, Black,
and Asian people. Like all other kinds, these can vary in members
across time. And like many other kinds, any member is usually
thought to be a member for life. As Jara-Ettinger and Dunham
note, many theorists have argued that these kinds should be
theorized as structural. For example, gender might be analyzed in
structural terms so that what it is to be a woman, for instance, is to
be positioned as subordinate to men (Haslanger, 2000). Here,
theorists are not considering some particular group with a hier-
archical structure (like a particular basketball team with its
structure). Rather, it is the kinds themselves that are analyzed as
structural (Ritchie, 2020).

Does the institutional stance enable the interpretation of
individual behavior through these social kinds? For instance, might
people interpret the behavior of an individual woman or Black
person not through their mental states, but through their being
members of the kind of women or Black people, respectively? It
seems that people do interpret behavior and aptitudes in terms of
kind membership, but this is compatible with many ways of
reasoning that do not involve the institutional stance. For instance,
people might reason that these kinds have essences, and that this
explains the behavior of kind members.

Further, there are several pressures that support the use of the
institutional stance for roles like barista that do not apply well to
gender, race, and caste. First, individuals can shift between roles
across time. A creature might move up in a dominance hierarchy.
A bee might shift from forager to receiver. Eric might be an
assistant at one point, an acquaintance later. Second, there is
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fungibility in role-fillers. Steve might play the role of point guard,
then Chris subs in. One employee at a car rental agency might step
in to continue a conversation with a customer. By representing
roles and structures themselves, we have the tools to apply different
roles to the same person and a single role to different people. Being
able to represent roles and structures themselves also provides
resources to analyze and imagine new roles and structures.

However, neither of these features applies well to kinds like
women, Brahmins, or Black people. Return to our example of
gender social kinds. As noted above, people tend to think of gender
as stable across a person’s lifetime. There are not many changes in
roles played (in a game, after 5 pm, etc.) to suggest that these are
roles that one might play only temporarily. And, it would be very
strange (and sexist!) to imagine that Sarah could just “sub in” for
Laurie as a woman. Roles like barista and kinds like women pattern
differently on both features. So, it is not clear that interpreting via
roles or imagining modification to roles (baristas, point guards)
gives us resources to interpret via or imagine alternative ways a
social kind might be.

Perhaps an appeal to structural thinking, which Jara-Ettinger
and Dunham say “aligns” with their arguments about the insti-
tutional stance, will provide the needed support to bridge this gap
(19). Research on structural thinking has found that children’s and
adults’ explanations and judgments of mutability are sensitive to
structural information (Vasilyeva & Lombrozo, 2020; Vasilyeva,
Gopnik, & Lombrozo, 2018; Yang, Naas, & Dunham, 2021). The
structural conditions tested rely on differences in access (e.g., to
more education or to different toys) or constraints (e.g., fewer
restrictions on hiring). Given different environmental structures,
children and adults reason that a group (girls, boys, fictional
Borunians) might hold higher-paying jobs or play with different
toys. Does this work suggest that we represent social kinds
themselves in structural ways (i.e., as positions or roles in struc-
tures)? Does it show that people take social kinds themselves to be
changed in such scenarios? Not directly. Rather, what I take it to
show is that judgments about the stability of a property, inductive
potential, or adequacy of an explanation can be connected to
external structural sources. But this is compatible with the kind
itself, not figuring in the interpretation of behavior. It is compatible
with non-structural or even essentialist views of kinds and kinds
themselves remaining unchanged, even if in some environments,
individuals in these kinds display different behaviors.

Future work on the institutional stance ought to further explore
its applicability to social kinds themselves, especially if this is useful
for analyzing, imagining, and manifesting a more just social world.
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Abstract

Jara-Ettinger and Dunham formalize role content as tasks,
powers, and limitations, but their barista who “must be friendly”
points to another role category: dispositional entailments, or
expectations about orientation and manner. These neither fit
their taxonomy nor reduce to mental state attributions.
Recognizing them, I argue, expands the institutional stance’s
evaluative reach beyond the assessment of discrete role
requirements.

Jara-Ettinger and Dunham argue that the institutional stance
constitutes a distinct cognitive system for interpreting social
behavior through role-based structures. Their three-part for-
malization of role content – tasks, socially granted powers, and
limitations – is a genuine advance, specifying behavioral boun-
daries around role performance. All three occupy the same con-
ceptual space: they delineate the behavioral requirements and
permissions that attach to a role. Tasks specify what must be done,
whereas powers and limitations define what one can and cannot
do. And while a power described with its boundary conditions is
itself a limitation (and vice versa), theymay be pragmatically useful
as separate categories.

This is what makes one of their own central examples so
conspicuous. Jara-Ettinger and Dunham classify as a limitation the
requirement that the barista “must be friendly” (Section 4.1). The
requirement is real, yet it is not a behavioral boundary described
from any direction. It cannot be cashed out as a discrete action or
sequence of actions. It specifies, instead, an orientation: a quality of
engagement with which the role’s tasks are to be carried out. One
might respond, however, that “must be friendly” just is a constraint
on how tasks are performed and therefore a proper limitation
whose violation constitutes role failure: a barista can observe every
behavioral boundary while being surly or be warm and accom-
modating while making procedural errors. These are indeed
familiar patterns of role failure, evaluable from within the
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institutional stance without mentalizing (that is, without positing
beliefs or desires to explain the failure), yet the institutional stance’s
formalization offers no way to distinguish them. I call the norms of
orientation dispositional entailments, extending the sense in which
normative entailments of roles are already discussed in this lit-
erature – namely, as expectations. Recognizing them as a distinct
type of role content enriches the institutional stance without
collapsing it into the mentalistic stance.

This matters because many roles central to social life – parent,
teacher, leader, judge, host – have dispositional entailments as core
content. A parent who feeds, clothes, and shelters a child but does
so in a manner marked by indifference or contempt is failing in the
role, not failing on some separate dimension that only mentalizing
could detect. The failure is, to borrow their language, institutional:
the role of the parent specifies that care should be enacted with a
certain orientation. The current formalization of role content does
not capture this difference – but an expanded formalization could.
Indeed, the ease of identifying roles without dispositional entail-
ments (compared to the difficulty of finding roles without limi-
tations) suggests it may be a more natural third category.

One might pause: aren’t dispositional entailments just
requirements to hold certain mental states, as Jara-Ettinger and
Dunham discuss in Section 6.3.3? The examples they provide,
though, involve propositional attitudes: a stock person must know
where items are located, and a role-occupant may be expected to
want to fulfill their role’s goals. Dispositional entailments are
different. “Be caring” does not specify that the role-occupant must
believe P or desire Q. Any attempt to decompose it into a
propositional attitude either misses the target (“must believe caring
is important” is compatible with cold, perfunctory conduct) or
covertly reintroduces the dispositional content (“must want to
engage warmly” simply restates an orientation requirement in
mentalistic vocabulary). Dispositional entailments specify a quality
of relational engagement, not an inference about an individual’s
psychology.

A community that expects its parents to exhibit care is not
thereby predicting what individual parents think or feel; it is
specifying a condition of adequate role performance. And like
other role content, dispositional entailments are socially trans-
mitted and publicly assessable. They are learned as part of what the
role demands, and failures to meet them are recognized and
evaluated by others within the institutional framework itself.

The dispositional entailments of roles become especially visible
in normative traditions – such as classical Confucianism – that
have theorized them explicitly. Confucian ethics are organizes
around roles specifying not only what the role-occupant must do
but also the orientation with which they must do it (King 2025;
Sarkissian 2023, 2025). A passage from the canonical Mengzi
(4B28) illustrates the point. When a role-occupant is treated with
unexpected hostility by an institutional counterpart, the prescribed
response is not to infer the offender’s mental states, much less to
examine their own. Instead, they should ask whether their scru-
table role conduct may have prompted it somehow (perhaps
inadvertently). Only when this kind of self-examination confirms
full compliance with dispositional norms (tenderheartedness,
decorum, and commitment) is it appropriate to reach a judgment
about the other. What’s more, the judgment is institutional, not
mentalistic: this person is no longer within the space of role-
governed interaction – they are simply “lost.” The entire sequence
operates within the institutional stance: the role-occupant eval-
uates their own performance against institutional standards and

from the perspective of the counterpart. The line of interrogation is
“What did I do?” (role assessment), not “What was in my mind?”
(introspection).

Compare this to Jara-Ettinger and Dunham’s account of
competition between the stances (Section 6.3.2). They propose that
explanatory or predictive failure in one stance triggers recruitment
of the other. Their examples include both discrete task failures
(the coffee doesn’t arrive) and failures of manner (a barista-friend
acting unusually formal). Yet, their formalization accommodates
only the first kind. Once dispositional entailments are recognized
as distinct role content, the institutional stance gains evaluative
resources that extend beyond compliance with discrete role
requirements.

A frivolous judge, an inattentive host, a callous parent – these
are recognizable instances of role failures assessed against dis-
positional standards without shifting to inferences about indi-
vidual beliefs and desires. The failures can be read from the overt,
scrupulous behavior of the role occupant (their tone, manner, and
demeanor). The standard itself, however, cannot be reduced to any
enumerable set of behavioral requirements. The institutional
stance thus does more evaluative work than Jara-Ettinger and
Dunham’s formalization, with its emphasis on prediction, cur-
rently allows. But that only becomes visible once we recognize
dispositional entailments as part of what roles specify – something
their barista who “must be friendly” already suggests.
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Abstract

Jara-Ettinger and Dunham argue that people often adopt an
institutional stance, predicting behavior through roles and rules
rather than individual minds. In our paper, we show that in
feminized domains such as care, service, and administration,
role-based processing more readily turns persons into functions,
reproducing gender inequality. We propose institutional design
interventions that rehumanize through individuation cues and
interactional norms.

Jara-Ettinger and Dunham offer a powerful reframing of social
cognition: in addition to a mentalistic stance, humans deploy an
institutional stance that predicts and explains interaction by
representing role structures and their rule-like entailments. This
proposal captures how people navigate complex coordination
without continuously constructing fine-grained models of indi-
vidual minds. It also clarifies why institutional markers, such as
uniforms, formal disclosures, and status-coded contexts, so reliably
shape interpretation. The authors explicitly recognize a moral
downside: institutional cognition can reduce attention to others’
mental and emotional lives, thereby lowering empathy and ena-
bling dehumanization (Harris & Delgado, 2025). In our paper, we
want to argue that this downside is not merely incidental but
politically patterned in a way that matters directly for gender
equality. In this context, it is significant that the first two examples
illustrating the institutional position given by Jara-Ettinger and
Dunham concern gender relations: the Kate–Eric nexus and the
Laurie–Paul nexus.

We suggest that the institutional stance often operates as a
gendered filter on mind perception and empathy. When inter-
action partners are processed primarily as interchangeable role
occupants, we rely on role-based entailments (what the role is for
and what it requires) rather than on the person’s lived experience,
intentions, and vulnerability. In many institutional contexts, this
substitution is efficient and benign. But in gender-coded domains
including care, service, education, and especially administrative
support, roles have historically been structured to minimize fric-
tion and maximize replaceability. Feminized work is often
organized around norms of smoothness, emotional availability,
and support, which can make the worker’s personhood less salient
in interaction and the demands of others feel procedurally
legitimate. The moral risk is not just instrumental treatment; it is
the quiet conversion of a person into a function.

This is a distinctively cognitive pathway for reproducing
inequality even when explicit sexist beliefs are absent. Feminist
social ontology emphasizes that gender is not just an internal
identity but a socially meaningful position that structures
expectations, competencies, and entitlements across contexts. On
conferralist views, being positioned as a woman is partly con-
stituted by socially authorized patterns of treatment: others’
expectations, their perceived entitlements, and the harms they tend
to treat as role appropriate. If so, the institutional stance is not only
a tool for coordination. It is one mechanism by which gendered
social meaning becomes cognitively automated: the stance sta-
bilizes what fits the role and screens off the moral salience of the
person behind it (Ásta, 2018).

Objectification provides a clear marker of what attenuated
mentalizing removes from social perception. It is often opera-
tionalized as reduced mind attribution and moral status – less
agency, less experience, and correspondingly thinner moral regard.

In organizational settings, broader workplace objectification is
treated as a systematic temptation: people are reduced to instru-
ments for extrinsic goals, undermining their needs for control,
belonging, and self-esteem. When institutions are designed to treat
certain roles as infinitely substitutable while extracting affective
labor, the institutional stance can make that design feel like a
neutral social fact (Kellie, Blake, & Brooks, 2019; Zhang, Wisse, &
Lord, 2025).

Jara-Ettinger and Dunham already suggest that institutional
processing can lower empathy and facilitate dehumanization.
Here, we add that we should expect this effect to be asymmetrically
distributed along gendered lines. The more a setting is institu-
tionally marked by procedures, hierarchy, and uniforms, the less
observers will mentalize workers and the more they will treat
dignity violations as deviations from role performance rather than
harms done to a person. This is particularly evident in totalitarian
organizations, where meetings, or more broadly, social interaction,
are aimed at quickly creating an organizational identity that
maintains and reproduces organizational systems of rules. The
agenda of ameeting in a given environment will therefore not be an
attempt to negotiate between a person’s current beliefs and their
organizational role, but rather to exert a more or less nuanced,
effective influence of the organization on that person’s life and
identity (Howe & Hinderaker, 2018).

Moreover, this shift should be stronger for roles culturally
coded as feminine, including especially reception, teaching, care
coordination, service, than for masculinized roles because femi-
nized roles are more likely to be socially framed as support and care
functions whose success is measured by invisibility and com-
pliance. Studies of feminized ancillary occupations, including
receptionist work, highlight a recurring pattern: complex inter-
personal skill is undervalued and rendered socially invisible,
making it easier for institutions to erase the person by treating the
work as peripheral (Cortis & Naidoo, 2025).

If this diagnosis is right, the normative upshot is not to reject
institutional cognition, but to treat rehumanization as a problem of
institutional design. Coordination need not be purchased at the
price of mentalizing; institutional scripts can be arranged so that
role-based processing does not routinely eclipse attention to
persons. In practice, this points to small but durable shifts toward
individuation and recognition: using names rather than role labels,
adding brief perspective cues, and shaping interactional norms so
that expectations of compliance and availability give way to more
basic forms of acknowledgment. Experimental evidence also
suggests that even relatively simple affective shifts, such as
inducing gratitude, can reduce objectification in interpersonal and
workplace contexts (Shi et al., 2023). Framed this way, the central
prediction is both descriptive and action guiding: where institu-
tions introduce stable cues that make personhood salient within
otherwise role-dominant settings, the institutional stance should
dampen empathy less, and its gendered asymmetries should cor-
respondingly recede.
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Abstract

Infants demonstrate a number of early-emerging sophisticated
communicative and linguistic skills that allow them to infer
situational constraints, interpret instrumental and communica-
tive interactions, attribute goals to others, recognize group
membership, and construct higher-level, abstract distinctions
through language. Here, I argue that the understanding of
institutional roles develops gradually from these uniquely human
cognitive capacities, rather than as an independent skill.

Infant research has accumulated evidence showing that young
humans can understand abstract interactional roles, guided by the
individual goals of other agents. For example, infants can identify
the role of a chaser as opposed to a chasee (Yin & Csibra, 2015)
based on their intention to follow and catch another entity. Infants
can also identify a giver as opposed to a taker (Tatone & Csibra,
2024) or a communicator as opposed to another agent who does
not or cannot engage in communicative information transfer
(Tauzin & Gergely, 2018, 2019). The foundations of recognizing
interactional roles might also be present in nonhuman animals,
allowing them to identify predetermined interactional roles, such

as “prey” or “predator,” in order to survive. In contrast to rec-
ognizing interactional roles, representing institutional roles should
allow infants to understand that the behavior of an individual in a
certain context is guided by the internalized aims and norms of the
group to which this individual belongs. Crucially, however, there is
no direct evidence that the comprehension of institutional roles –
or, an institutional stance – is present early in development, nor
that it has a specialized brain region or neural mechanisms
dedicated to process such information. Although the absence of
evidence is not evidence of absence, it is nevertheless necessary to
examine whether an institutional stance constitutes a genuinely
distinct ability, or whether it can be parsimoniously explained as an
additional functional adaptation of an early-emerging cognitive
skill with well-characterized neural underpinnings.

Accumulating empirical evidence suggests that human infants
have precocious inferential skills to interpret the instrumental
(Gergely & Csibra, 2003) and communicative behavior of others
(e.g., Tomasello et al., 2005; Vouloumanos, Onishi, & Pogue, 2012;
Vouloumanos, Martin, & Onishi, 2014) and perform adequate
responses based on these inferences. When relying on these
inferential skills, infants can take into account the situational
context provided by the environment while assigning and main-
taining representations of other agents’ goals and states of
informedness. In communicative interactions, for instance, they
can draw adequate inferences to interpret a request about
retrieving a target object based on its location, the informedness of
this person about it, and the intention of the communicator
(Király, Oláh, & Kovács, 2023; Tauzin, Call, & Gergely, 2024).
Another line of research shows that, beyond their early inferential
capacities, young infants can identify group membership on the
basis of perceptual cues (Powell & Spelke, 2013, 2018). Infants
expect members of a given group to behave similarly, interpreting
such behavioral similarity as a signal of social affiliation (similar to
other species, see e.g., Paukner et al., 2009).

Crucially, these abilities may form a sufficient basis to gradually
understand and learn about institutional roles without possessing
an institutional stance. By relying on their understanding of goal-
directed behavior, infants may infer the instrumental goals of other
agents in social interactions. For instance, they may understand
that an exchange of objects (i.e., money and goods) occurs during
shopping without yet understanding the institutional role of a shop
clerk. In communicative interactions infants might also be able to
draw inferences about the epistemic goals of others. For example,
they may recognize that different educators possess the same
relevant information about generic facts (Egyed, Király, & Gergely,
2013) even if they have no understanding of the institutional role of
such individuals. Thus, by relying on the situational context as a
cue and their ability to recognize group members, they may learn
over the course of repeated interactions that, irrespective of the
identity of the interacting individual, different people behave in a
similar manner in given situations. Presumably, this is sufficient
for infants to begin forming abstract representations of simple
institutional roles (such as a shop clerk or a teacher) after repeated
exposure to interactions with different individuals occupying
these roles.

Importantly, this capacity is likely to be complemented by
another early-emerging ability in human infants: their commu-
nicative and linguistic competence. Infants can infer that labels
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refer to the same group of entities (Pomiechowska et al., 2024).
Acquiring labels can, therefore, highlight commonalities across
different individuals fulfilling the same role by referring to them
with the same word, such as “clerk” or “educator,” through a
categorization effect. Consequently, even with limited direct
experience of institutional roles, children can learn about them
through language.

I thus propose that identifying institutional roles is supported
by infants’ sophisticated inferences about situational constraints,
instrumental and communicative interactions, group behavior,
and language at the beginning of development. These abilities have
been shown to be present in young human infants and are sup-
ported by dedicated neural circuits that process domain-relevant
information (such as the posterior superior temporal sulcus with
respect to goals, see Begus et al. (2020); the right temporo-parietal
junction with respect to informational asymmetries, see Hyde et al.
(2010); Liu et al. (2025); the language circuit with respect to lin-
guistic information). Possessing such skills may enable infants to
recognize that certain interactional roles are stable across contexts
and independent of the individual who occupies a given role in a
specific interaction. This recognition requires active and pre-
sumably effortful inferential processes early in development in
order to learn and generalize from experience about interactional
roles, but it does not necessitate an institutional stance. Thus,
understanding institutional roles may be a natural outcome of a
prolonged learning process grounded in the aforementioned
capacities, rather than an independent skill. This, in turn, may
enable humans to develop fast access to, implicit recognition of,
and sophisticated inferences about institutional roles as they grow
older, through the automatization of these processes, similar to a
music enthusiast who does not adopt a musical stance, but instead
draws on a set of basic cognitive mechanisms to differentiate
between genres. In addition to being more parsimonious, this
account is consistent with current evidence, as the understanding
of institutional roles appears to emerge slowly and gradually in
children, perhaps without involving specialized brain circuits to
understand institutions.
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Abstract

Social coordination stems not simply from individual institu-
tional “stances,” but from an intersubjective, deeply phylo- and
ontogenetically-rooted shared generative grammar of core rela-
tional forms, likely evolved for navigating critical socio-ecological
(historically and contextually varying) structural dilemmas in
adaptive ways. This relational grammar coordinates and regulates
concrete social interactions and the way we see ourselves and
others, relating to each other through it, as well as social insti-
tutions, giving meaning to human social life and society.
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“The question of how it is that humans can understand and
coordinate infinitely varying and novel instances of meaningful
social interactions is roughly parallel to the classical learnability
question in theoretical linguistics – how it is that all children within
a language community converge in learning the same grammar of
their mother tongue, although the verbal stimuli they meet are
impoverished, noisy, and highly variable. Ultimately, it amounts to
asking how human social life is understandable, and hence
possible.

The problem does not reduce to understanding that individuals
are agents who act intentionally to fulfil their goals. Although by
definition a social relationship takes place between intentional
agents, knowing that several intentional agents are present does
not specify what kind of social relationship they will have with one
another. Pursuing the analogy with language acquisition, it is
possible there is something analogous to universal grammar in the
domain of social relations – a universal set of abstract kinds of
social relations, and innate skeletal knowledge of these that guides
learning, inference, and indeed experience in the social domain.”

The basic point of the paragraphs above (quoted from, p. 18) is
remarkably similar to Jara-Ettinger & Dunham’s (hereafter, J-E&D)
proposal that “a generative grammar that builds structured models
of social collectives,” not just reasoning about the mental states of
other individuals, is necessary for understanding the social world
(J-E&D, p. 1). We whole-heartedly agree: Just as you know which
sentences are correctly formed in your mother-tongue even without
any explicit knowledge of formal syntax, so this shared social
grammar enables you to intuit that whenever you are hungry you
can eat food from the fridge in your family home (regardless who
bought it) but not at the office, or that a boss can order her PA to
fetch her coffee at work, but not Saturday night at the movies
(J-E&D, p. 1). It also licenses inferences of the moral consequences
and reasons for violating these social rules. To our minds, the basic,
critical questions of any social grammar proposal are 1) what are its
conceptual primitives and evolved fundamental rules, and 2) how
are these recognized, instantiated, and functioning in coordinating
social interaction – making social life understandable, guiding
socialization and adaptive social strategies, and sustaining and
regulating different kinds of social institutions. To these questions,
the answers of J-E&D are unfortunately vague.

Seeking to understand the same interface between social mind
and society that concerns the target article, relational models
(Fiske, 1991, 2004, 2025) and social dominance (Ho et al., 2025;
Sidanius & Pratto, 1999) theories each build on classic social theory
and decades of empirical social-scientific evidence. Fiske (1991,
2004, 2025) draws on vast records of ethnographic data to outline
the evolved cues that universally signal and instantiate the fun-
damental relationships of communal unity, hierarchy, equality,
and proportionality, complementing it with experimental evidence
that people are cognitively encoded in terms of the basic kind of
relationships one has with them (e.g., Fiske, Haslam, & Fiske,
1991). Sidanius and Pratto (1999) argued that other groups are
predominantly seen and treated not in terms of their specific
identities but as a function of their position in the societal hierarchy
and the basic, abstract hierarchical motives of the perceiver, a claim
supported by thousands of research papers (Ho et al., 2025).

The Thomsen-Carey proposal synthesized these insights with
the theory of core cognition (Carey, 2009), arguing that structural
relational models (e.g., communal/kin sharing and caring; hier-
archy; equality) form part of an evolved and finite set of conceptual
primitives for a coordinating, generative grammar that manifest
even in the preverbal mind to make socialization possible, taking

the perceptual input specified by Fiske’s ethnographic review
(e.g., sharing bodily fluids/synchrony/close touch for communal
clique structures; vertical/size/numerical transitive differentiation
for hierarchy) (see also Ho et al., 2025; Sheehy-Skeffington &
Thomsen, 2020, 2023; Thomsen et al, 2011).

The very point of these prior proposals is that the way in which
infants and all other people understand any specific relationships
and social interaction is precisely as concrete instantiations of basic
and general, abstract, latent, and compositional relational forms
and the coordination rules they entail: The structures of social life
(as Fiske titled his 1991 book) scale and compose to societal
institutions, not only in the way they are represented, but in the
strategic and adaptive ways they are endorsed and navigated,
thereby forming political psychology (Ho et al., 2025; Sidanius &
Pratto, 1999; Thomsen, 2010).

Surprisingly, J-E&D refer only briefly to this work with the claim
that “rather than proposing a small number of innate relationship
templates, we propose that even infants are able to flexibly construct
all of these institutional models, and likely many more, via a par-
ticular type of generative grammar operating over roles.” (sect 5.3,
para.3). Yet, the very point of a compositional, generative grammar is
that it operates over some finite set of (likely innate, evolved)
primitives. What J-E&D think these fundamental relations or roles
are and how they function remains unclear. That they repeatedly
turn to examples of communal care and hierarchy suggests that the
notion of innate relational models (Fiske, 1991), as part of a com-
positional generative social grammar that scales up to society
(Sheehy-Skeffington & Thomsen, 2020, 2023; Thomsen, 2010, 2020,
2025), ismore central to institutional understanding than the authors
will allow.

Arguing that reasoning about mental beliefs/intentions and
social structures/constraints is separate stance neglects the cen-
trality of intersubjective rules for understanding self, others, and
social institutions, in a manner reminiscent of methodological
individualism, ignoring seminal work in the social sciences (e.g.,
Berger & Luckman, 1966; Cooley, 1902; Garfinkel, Rawls, &
Lemert, 2015; Goffman, 1959; Mead, 1934; Vygotsky, 1978).
Institutions and, we’d argue, any concrete social relationships are
“structurated” (Giddens, 1984) through the repeated enactment of
different relational roles they encompass. Arguing that a generative
grammar builds structured models that constrain behavior begs
the question ofwhat its conceptually primitive relational/structural
forms are that allow us to generate infinite rule- and role-based
social coordination in the first place.
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Abstract

What aspects of the “institutional stance” are really unique to
humans? We argue that some animals are more flexible than
described, and that humans are less flexible than assumed. We
finally suggest that attention to the possible functions of different
institutions suggests many possible commonalities between
humans and animals.

Jara-Ettinger and Dunham propose that humans have a uniquely
flexible and generative capacity to represent social groups, such
that the same individual can show different behaviors depending
on their specific role. Animals, in this view, possess a proto-
institutional stance, but are fundamentally limited in how they use
it. We argue that the divide between humans and (some) animals
may be smaller than described, and that a focus on the functions of
institutions can help bridge this gap.

Are other great apes really inflexible?

Claims of a uniquely human institutional stance centers on our
species’ flexibility, as animals’ capacities are proposed to be
limited to a few categories like dominance and kinship, and are
assumed to involve attributions of social roles as essentially
immutable individual traits. We argue that at least our closest
relatives, chimpanzees (Pan troglodytes), are more flexible than
this characterization. Consider dominance hierarchies, a key
example from the article. While animal dominance is often
thought to reflect physical intimidation, chimpanzee hierarchies
are substantially more fluid (de Waal, 1982; Muller, Wrangham,
& Pilbeam, 2017). Dominant males can acquire rank in part
through social support and may differ substantially in their use
of aggressive versus affiliative strategies (Foster et al., 2009;
Muller & Mitani, 2005). As such, any fixed concept of “domi-
nant” will not fully capture this role in chimpanzee groups.

Similarly, while we agree that kinship roles are often fairly
ingrained, chimpanzee kin interactions are also context-dependent
(Pusey, 1983; Walker & Pusey, 2020). For example, mothers tend
to be more sociable when they have infant sons than daughters
(Murray et al., 2014). Moreover, while chimpanzee mothers
overwhelmingly provide offspring care, younger siblings are
sometimes “adopted” by older siblings following maternal death –
even by males who would not normally exhibit such caretaking
(Hobaiter et al., 2014; Reddy & Mitani, 2019). This suggests that
chimpanzees can sometimes fill “empty” institutional roles, even
ones as seemingly predetermined as “mother.”

Finally, we consider a potentially overlooked proto-institution:
social play. Play provides a meaningful point of continuity as it
encompasses many of the sorts of leisure-based social institutions
characterized as uniquely human (e.g., book clubs, sports leagues).
Play is a crucial social behavior shown by juvenile and adult
chimpanzees (Sabbi et al., 2024; Samuni et al., 2024), and the same
individual may show either aggressive intent or signal playfulness
through postures, facial expressions, and vocalizations. Moreover,
play can change the “meanings” of objects: a stick may be a utensil
when foraging, a weapon in an aggressive context, or a toy during
play (Kahlenberg & Wrangham, 2010; Watts, 2007). In that sense,
while animals’ overt institutional behaviors are obviously limited
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by their lack of language and material possessions, it is unclear
whether the cognitive representations that allow for institutional
flexibility may nonetheless be shared.

Are humans really that flexible?

We agree that humans can participate in a wide variety of institu-
tions, ranging from coffee shops to universities to national gov-
ernments. The target article proposes that humans can do so because
we possess generative institutional representations. We argue that
humans may be less cognitively flexible than assumed, and that this
apparent variety may be mostly due to the variety of institutional
content. This content may be generative, even while the underlying
structure reflects strong commonalities: clubs sharing a passion for
books, soccer, or Pokémon cards – or governing organizations of
homeowners, cities, or nations – all share overlapping purposes (e.g.,
for socializing and leisure or for collective decision-making).

Work by Fiske (1991) described in the target article synthesizes
cross-cultural insights to propose that there are only three or four core
types of social relations defining an individual’s roles within groups.
For example, both a soccer league and a book club could follow a
“communal sharing” or an “equalitymatching” principle.While there
might be amyriad of ways in which these social relationsmanifest, the
core structures are limited by strong boundary conditions. Similarly,
while children seem to intuitively grasp these core social relations,
they are also limited in the kinds of institutional structures they
represent and create (Heck, Shutts, & Kinzler, 2022; Thomas, 2024),
often emulating familiar social interactions (Harris, 2021) rather than
generating a wide range of arbitrary institutional structures.

Finally, while the human institutional stance might open doors
to understanding and creating new institutional structures, we
think much of the specific institutional practices described in the
article could be due to historical events and cultural changes in
technologies and social exchange. For example, many small-scale
human societies lack formalized, temporally-enduring political
institutions and rather organize informal leadership as needed
(Boehm, 1999; Garfield, Syme, & Hagen, 2020). Conversely, many
institutions in postindustrial societies are shaped by the modern
professionalization of these institutions and such historical
changes may impact our psychological processes directly (Elias,
1939; Foucault, 1977). Lastly, as readers may experience when
filing tax returns or reading Kafka novels, intuitive theories of
institutions can break down when trying to navigate institutional
bureaucracies. For this reason, the wide range of current institu-
tional structures should not be taken as direct evidence for a
generative mental ability to comprehend these institutions.

What are they for? The functions of institutions

We emphasize that understanding the function of different institu-
tional structures is critical, both for formal scientific theories and for
people navigating their social world. The target article uses “function”
to describe the task or goal of a particular role within an institutional
structure, such as a barista brewing coffee or blending sugar-free iced-
vanilla-protein matcha. We think the holistic purpose of the insti-
tution must also be considered: coffee shops brew coffee, but more
broadly serve foraging and socializing functions. Many of the diverse
institutionsmentioned in the articlemaymeet a quite limited number

of needs, such as acquiring food, maintaining social bonds, or col-
lective decision-making. While human social interactions may
manifest in diverse ways in terms of the content of institutional
structures, some animals also engage in group-level behaviors with
parallel functions. We predict that the number of core institutional
functions and their associated structures will be more limited, and
more widely shared, in phylogeny and human history.
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Abstract

While role-based representations likely play some role in social
cognition, we are skeptical that this amounts to a distinctive
“stance.” We encourage the authors to make more specific pre-
dictions about when we rely more upon institutional reasoning
rather than mentalizing. We suggest that this might depend on
the amount of perceived individual agency afforded to occupants
of different social roles.

Walking down the street, someone you don’t recognize makes eye
contact, smiles, and waves while excitedly approaching you. You
panic: Should I know this person? What do they want? What should
I do? Then you see their clipboard and the non-profit logo on their
t-shirt. You avert your gaze and scurry by.

Cases like this show how everyday social cognition efficiently
integrates both institutional and mentalistic information as it
navigates us through complex social interactions. The stranger’s
clipboard and t-shirt provide crucial cues about their social role – a
canvasser for a non-profit organization. Grasping these cues
enables you to infer the mental causes of their behavior. You
conclude that they are a stranger who does not really recognize you,
and that their friendliness is a charade. Rather, they are enacting a
familiar social script because they want to persuade you to sign on
to their cause. (But you aren’t fooled.)

Jara-Ettinger and Dunham’s account of the institutional stance
leaves plenty of room for such collaborations between mentalistic
and institutional reasoning. However, their account goes further,
positing that in some social interactions, we may rely entirely upon
the institutional stance. This is nicely illustrated in the examples of
Kate and Eric, of Laurie, Paul, and Alex, and of our vending

machine-like interactions with baristas, which depict contexts
where we can reliably predict and interpret behavior using only
structured role representations, and where relying upon mental-
izing would be unnecessary, cognitively inefficient, and even
misleading.

We are mildly skeptical about this aspect of their account. We
suspect that social cognition is isotropic (Fodor, 1983): it holisti-
cally integrates all kinds of information when predicting and
interpreting behavior – including mentalistic and institutional
cues, but also cues about social group membership, artifacts and
their functions, social norms, the broader physical environment,
etc. Different kinds of information might be more relevant in
certain contexts, but we remain unconvinced that it’s useful to
theorize about this in terms of distinct socio-cognitive “stances.”

But we are curious to hear more. More specifically, we wonder
what kinds of contextual factors might lead us to rely solely (or just
more heavily) upon the institutional stance rather than mental-
izing. The authors give some hints, highlighting how certain
proximal cues – uniforms, verbal disclosures of institutional status,
linguistic markers like the t/v distinction, and more subtle signs of
automatic, norm-governed, or scripted behavior – might activate
institutional reasoning. They also suggest that reliance upon role-
based reasoning will be moderated by familiarity with the insti-
tution in question. We think there could be more to the story.

Here is one possibility: perhaps, all else equal, we should expect
preferential reliance on the institutional stance in familiar insti-
tutional contexts. This idea still does not generate very useful
predictions, though, as all else that could be relevant is rarely equal.
There are many familiar institutional contexts in which grasping
someone’s role leaves open crucial questions about how to interact
with them that can only be answered through sophisticated
mentalistic reasoning (e.g., a student wondering how to respond to
a stern teacher, or faculty strategizing about how to handle an
erratic provost). Institutions are sites of highly complex social
interactions, and we typically need all of the socio-cognitive tools at
our disposal to navigate them. Maybe some institutional contexts
require little or no mentalizing, but it’s not at all obvious which
these will be.

So, it is unlikely that institutional reasoning dominates men-
talizing in every familiar institutional context. What Jara-Ettinger
and Dunham need, then, is a more detailed theory (and set of
predictions) about when and why certain institutional contexts
invite more or less mentalizing than others.

Our suggestion: the predictions and interpretations produced
bymentalizing and institutional reasoning differ greatly in terms of
their specificity. Mentalistic reasoning is individualistic: it most
naturally explains why a particular individual is engaged in a
specific action and is well suited to predict what they are likely to do
(Alice likes to surf in the mornings, so she’ll schedule her work
meetings in the afternoons). In contrast, institutional reasoning is
inherently generic: it applies generally to whomever happens to be
occupying a kind of role (cashiers scan food items while customers
place them in bags; servers ask for drink orders before food orders).
This suggests that mentalistic reasoning will be more useful and
reliable in contexts where the target is known to have greater scope
for individual agency, while role-based reasoning will be more
useful and reliable in contexts where that scope is constrained or
absent.

Notably, this prediction also holds for target individuals who
are deeply ensconced in an institutional context. Some roles afford
greater scope for individual agency than others. Often, these sit
higher on the institutional hierarchy: bosses have more agency
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than workers; customers have more agency than service staff;
generals have agency more than infantrymen. The more institu-
tional power an individual has, the more they are able to bring the
idiosyncrasies of their own personalities to bear on their decisions
and actions, and the more predicting their behavior, even within
the context of their institutional role, will require reasoning about
their particular attitudes and traits. Conversely, the less institu-
tional power an individual has, the more their behavior will be
constricted by their institutional role, and hence the more apt and
reliable role-based representations will be for predicting their
behavior.

Our prediction aligns with the spirit of many examples the
authors use to illustrate the institutional stance in action, from Eric
the hapless flunky, to the interchangeable customer service
workers Alex and Paul, to the barista-as-vending machine. These
are all low-status roles that afford little to no individual agency.
Little personalized knowledge of their occupants’ mental states is
needed to predict what they will (or, perhaps, must) do.

Our suggestion represents only one route the authors might
pursue; surely there are others. But we think it exemplifies the sort
of amendment that will generate more specific predictions about
when we rely more heavily upon the institutional stance: a more
detailed theory of what, respectively, role-based predictions and
mentalistic predictions are good for.
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Abstract

How do people understand a social world built from hundreds of
interconnected social structures? The commentaries on our
proposed answer, the institutional stance, clustered around three
questions: (1) What is the conceptual structure within the stance

and where does it come from? (2) How does the stance integrate
with mentalizing, and to what extent are they separate systems?
(3) What changes when we think of people not as observers of
social life but as participants in it? The commentaries also
highlight new aspects of social cognition we had not considered
but which may fall within the stance’s scope. Here we address
these questions and challenges, clarify key aspects of our account,
and offer friendly amendments and future empirical directions
aimed at addressing important challenges raised in the
comments.

Across the animal kingdom, two things are clear. First, many
species have complex social lives that are remarkably stable across
ecologies. A chimpanzee troop in Uganda organizes much like a
troop in Cote d’Ivoire. Second, even the most socially complex
nonhuman species organize themselves in only a handful of ways.
Humans, by contrast, have hundreds, perhaps thousands, of social
structures. They vary radically across cultures, and they can endure
for centuries or be invented and dissolved overnight. How do
people track and infer these structures? What explains this pro-
ductivity? How does it emerge and develop? We are glad to see
broad agreement that these questions call out for further
explanation.

The institutional stance offers an account of the cognitive
machinery that allows us to effortlessly understand and navigate
large-scale societies built from hundreds of interacting social
structures. Our fundamental claim is that people canmake sense of
others’ behavior by conceptualizing it as the product of inter-
connected networks of norm-governed roles. We can take this
stance toward people who explicitly take on roles, but also toward
people who may not think of themselves as occupying roles at all.
And we can approach these tasks as impersonal observers or as
embedded, personally accountable “members.” Once we represent
behavior this way, we can predict it, explain it, enter into it, and
even think about how to contest or change it.

The commentaries clarify where the institutional stance has
explanatory power, highlight aspects of our proposal that were
underdeveloped, and most importantly point out things we got
wrong. A running theme is that our article focused too heavily on
examples of formally codified roles such as baristas, cops, and
cashiers, but our proposal was meant to cover much more.
Caregivers and kin, a group of friends, and even the strangers on a
bus can all be understood as enacting interconnected roles. Using
the word institution for both formal structures and informal ones
may have misled in some cases, and much of our response here
expands and refines our proposal with particular attention to how
people apply an institutional stance beyond formally codified roles.
Our response revises and develops our proposal, organized around
seven questions.

R1. What the institutional stance represents

To take an institutional stance is to (1) interpret an agent’s
behavior as driven by a role they occupy and (2) treat the role as
embedded in a network of other roles. These roles allow us to
predict and explain behavior based on the behavioral expectations
and norms embedded in them. In its full form, the stance
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represents roles via role-filler independence; expectations about a
role are stored separately from the individual who fills it.

Several commentators argued that our emphasis on role-filler
independence implies that people are more substitutable than they
actually are. After all your parent is your parent; in close rela-
tionships, the person and the role are bound together. Hok and
Thomas and Tauzin take this to suggest that children must learn to
separate role from role-occupier through experience, and that
developmentally early representations focus on specific relation-
ships rather than abstract roles. Noyes argues that relationships
like friendship do not let us swap one person for another, as a role-
based account implies. But role-filler independence does not imply
that anyone can step into any role at any time. It only means that
we partition our knowledge of the role from our knowledge of the
person who occupies it, and that this separation lets us generalize
each set of expectations appropriately. This is precisely why infants
can quickly recognize a relationship as caregiving and generalize
their expectations to new instances without having to learn what
behaviors are characteristic of each specific relationship from
scratch (e.g., Johnson, Dweck, & Chen, 2007; see Thomas, 2026
and our target article for review). More formally, this is a type/
token distinction. Roles are types, and tokens are particular
instances of those types. A child can simultaneously understand
that their dad is their dad (a token), and that many other children
also have their own dads (other tokens of the same type). There is
no confusion about whose dad is whose, but because they are all
dads, they all act in similar ways toward their kin. Of course, role-
filler independence also lets us create highly transient roles that can
be quickly exchanged across agents, such as who drives and who
DJs during a long roadtrip. But this is a possibility the repre-
sentations permit, and not a feature they force on every role. Even
in the kinds of cases these commentators focus on, such as close
friendships, a role-like understanding can do a lot of work. If I ask a
friend to joinme on a trip and they cannot, I might be disappointed
and may think that no one can wholly replace them. But a role-like
understanding of my friendship network will still be useful if you
want to predict who I am likely to invite next. Indeed, even
institutional settings that seem to allow clean substitution usually
show these same dynamics. Consider a game of basketball. When
Lebron James subs out and another forward subs in, the player’s
position lets us predict their behavior, but that in no way implies
that we think nothing has changed! A familiar individual with
person-specific attributes can still figure in our thinking.We do not
see any of this as a challenge to role-filler independence but rather
the very point of it: some things go with the role, others with the
occupier, and the critical cognitive work is keeping the two distinct.

These considerations highlight an important point raised by
Adams; the normative expectations embedded in roles cannot be
so loose that they predict nothing, nor so tight that too many
actions inevitably violate them. And this balance cannot be static; it
must adapt dynamically, on the fly, to maintain the regulatory
limits of the individuals acting within the roles. In this we agree
with Adams. An interesting idea following from these consid-
erations is that we can predict how much someone will need to
mentalize by looking at the relative tightness of role expectations;
as roles become looser or more negotiable, we will be more likely to
need to supplement our predictions via mental state inference.
These dynamics will likely differ on a role-to-role basis but also
across different institutional domains.

R2. The institutional stance and mentalizing

Our article did not give enough attention to a critical point. To
reason about a token (the roles as enacted by these particular
people in this particular context), it is helpful to integrate role
expectations with what we know about the specific people enacting
them. We suspect people do this often with people they know well.
For example, we may be surprised when a typically opinionated
person is successfully carrying out a role that requires withholding
judgment.

Because humans are intelligent and flexible agents, roles can
allow different degrees of latitude. Some specify behavior tightly
(a cashier’s script), and others leave wider discretion (a CEO’s
leadership style). We agree withWestra and Kelly andHalevy and
Halevy that the more latitude a role permits, the less the insti-
tutional stance alone can predict behavior, and the more
observers will be obliged to take a mentalistic stance. Westra and
Kelly point out that higher-status roles usually carry more dis-
cretion than lower ones, and this dovetails with work on social
status pointing out that lower-status agents have to devote more
cognitive resources to modeling higher-status agents than the
reverse (e.g., those higher up in power structures show reduced
perspective taking relative to those lower in the structure: Blader,
Shirako, & Chen, 2016; Galinsky et al., 2006).

Halevy and Halevy here propose another way to integrate the
two that we agree with. Rather than modeling how a specific mind
implements a role, we can represent dispositional descriptors that
capture how a mind carries out role-linked actions. For example,
we can represent a barista as eager, moody, or inattentive. Each of
these captures a particular way a mind can implement the bar-
ista role.

We also agree with Sarkissian who goes further to suggest that
dispositional entailments can be built into the role itself. For
example, we can embed friendliness into the barista role, or expect
anyone in the role of a parent to be patient. These are, at heart,
instructions about how a mind should implement a role. Roles, in
other words, are not only enacted by minds; sometimes a role
includes instructions about what kind of mind one should try to
have. Here an interesting question is the extent to which this
requires mental state reasoning to understand. Some cases, like
embedding politeness norms in a role (“friendly barista”), can also
likely be understood by thinking of the disposition through
normative script-like expectations. That seems less plausible for
other examples (“moody barista”).

Linking roles to dispositions raises concerns that several other
commentators pushed us on. If roles can specify howminds should
work, in what sense is the institutional stance really distinct from
mentalizing? Surely when people represent roles, they do not
represent mindless automata. Most sharply, Westra and Kelly are
right that people probably bring in all the tools at their disposal to
understand others, such that “pure” deployments of a single stance
may be rarer than our initial framing implied. These points raise
important empirical questions, but our view does not hinge on any
specific outcome. Our main commitment is not that people
regularly separate these stances in practice. Rather, it is that the two
stances are computationally separable. Each has its own minimal
sufficient inputs, and thus the computational resources to generate
predictions about behavior without appeal to the other system. If
we tell you that Sally wants cookies and believes there are some in
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the cabinet, you can predict what she will do without any infor-
mation about roles. And if we tell you that Sally is playing tag and
she is “it,” you can predict what she will do without asking what she
believes or desires. These minimal bundles mark the computa-
tional boundaries of each system. This can also be seen in how the
bundles cannot be cut down further. Knowing that Sally wants
cookies is not enough on its own (you need her beliefs), and that
Sally is playing tag is not enough either (you need to know which
role she is occupying).

Thus, although we agree that the two stances will frequently be
coactivated, we do suspect that the balance between them can vary
dramatically across contexts. Ratner et al. and Cikara raise inter-
estingly different cases in which people favor one stance at the
expense of the other. Ratner et al. point out that the fundamental
attribution error might be an underuse of the institutional stance,
over representing the role of the mind even when a role is at play.
Cikara suggests that when the institutional stance is working well,
it dampens our motivation to mentalize, and we risk forgetting
there is a mind there at all, even in our closest relationships. Szocik
and Rozmus raise similar concerns about larger institutional
structures and propose ways to re-humanize the people occupying
roles within them. Putting these together with the cases thatWestra
and Kelly and Halevy and Halevy describe, we see at least three
different interactions across the two stances: cases where we see the
mind in the role, cases where we mistake a role for a mind, and
cases where we forget the agent behind a role has a mind. A critical
open question is when and why we shift across stances, but we
doubt there will be a single universal answer. As we noted in our
target article, the relative use of an institutional stance has varied
across historical periods, and Ratner et al. point out that it likely
varies across cultures as well.

One important consideration here is that throughout, we
conceptualize mentalizing in terms of the theory–theory approach
(Wellman, 2018; see also our main article for our review on this
approach). Cruz suggests that this creates a problem that could be
avoided. If mentalizing is done through a theory of mind, then any
behavior can be explained in mental-state terms if we sufficiently
elaborate the mental states at play, e.g., by attributing complex sets
of desires to act in particular ways in particular contexts. If so, why
ever take an institutional stance? This leads Cruz to suggest that
simulation-based mentalizing would be a better companion to the
institutional stance. On the one hand, we are happy to acknowl-
edge that simulation is a good way to model some aspects of other
minds. But the empirical record shows that people often do hold a
more theory-like understanding of other minds (e.g., Saxe, 2005).
As to the worry that a theory–theory approach allows someone to
recast nearly any institutional inference as a complex mental state
inference, we just think that this is generally true: One can do so.
Our claim is more narrowly empirical: That is not what people in
fact do in a wide range of everyday cases. For example, when
watching a uniformed person stock shelves in a supermarket, we
generally interpret their behavior in simple, role-governed terms.
But if pressed to explain why they take this seemingly menial job
day after day, we can and indeed will generate a complex, theory-
driven mentalistic explanation. We see the institutional stance as
offering a distinct, low-cost interpretive pathway that we often
resort to, but we are not troubled that the behavior can, in prin-
ciple, be explained in other ways.

R3. Conceptual primitives and generativity

Moving from what lies within a role to what lies between roles, a
key part of our explanation for the sheer number and range of
human institutions is generativity; we combine and compose roles
productively, so that we can represent social structures of arbitrary
size and recombine existing representations to build new ones. For
example, we can represent caregiver/kin relations with variable
numbers of caregivers and kin, and with varying criteria for who
can enter those roles (e.g., in alloparenting, same-sex relationships,
etc); we can identify and reason about the local structure of roles we
encounter in workplaces such as universities (e.g., faculty, graduate
student, chair, registrar) and gradually extend the scope of what we
know as our experience grows (dean, provost, ombudsperson). We
proposed that a grammar might support this productivity because
that is what grammars do, and we suggested that the elements of
this grammar can be understood as a generative graph.

Prasada raises a challenge here. Institutional concepts do not
exist in isolation. Professors are tied to universities in buildings and
cities; baristas are tied to coffee and working hours. Our thoughts
freely combine institutional and noninstitutional content
(“the school does not allow for dogs in the classroom”). If insti-
tutional concepts have their own grammar, how do they combine
with the rest of thought? Or does positing a separate grammar for
institutional concepts duplicate conceptual machinery that a
unified grammar of concepts already supplies? On the one hand,
we are not sure the problem disappears under a unified grammar.
Institutional kinds have unique structural properties – most
notably a graph-like structure that determines who and how agents
interact. Ordinary kinds such as dog and table can also be thought
of as standing in relation to one another, but the kind of relation is
of a fundamentally different kind. A unified grammar would have
to encode these properties as special cases available to a subset of
kinds, and from our perspective that might be sufficient to label it
an institutional grammar. If Prasada’s generative theory of con-
ceptual form (Prasada, 2026) can handle the structural properties
institutional representations need, all the better: the question is
precisely how the system draws boundaries within a single rep-
resentational architecture.

On the other hand, we certainly agree that institutional rep-
resentations must combine with noninstitutional representations,
but we do not think we are committed to a grammar so walled off
that it cannot. The problem of conceptual combination across
grammars has a long-standing solution in formal language theory:
A context-free grammar can embed another within it. For instance,
the grammar of arithmetic expressions has its own rules, while also
living inside the grammar of nearly any programming language,
existing as a self-contained system the host reaches into. The same
might be true in human cognition. For instance, both intuitive
physics and intuitive psychology have their own internal com-
positional structures (Xu et al., 2021; Velez-Ginorio et al., 2017),
and they can still integrate seamlessly (Liu et al., 2026), which is
why we can think about the physical and the institutional layers of
a building at the same time (a recent proposal for exactly how to
formalize these combinations is provided in the work of Chandra
et al., 2026).

Thomsen and Sheehy-Skeffington, on the other hand, agree
that a generative grammar of social structures exists and, as they
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note, suggested this more than a decade before we did (Thomsen &
Carey, 2013), an intellectual history we were remiss in not giving
more attention to. Their proposal, building on Fiske’s relational
models, is that the primitives are four basic relational forms:
communal sharing, authority/hierarchy, equality matching, and
proportionality (Thomas, 2026 has advanced a closely related
proposal).We are not convinced that the Fiske primitives are at the
right level of analysis to ground the institutional stance. This is
because the level at which they describe relationships is so abstract
that it strips out much of what we actually think about when we
reason through a specific social collective (see also Powell &
Tompkins, 2026). A university and a for-profit company are both
authority-ranked structures. But the inferences we draw, the
expectations we form, and the actions we plan inside each of them
are different (as Halevy and Halevy note). Reducing them to
“hierarchy” loses what makes them what they are, loses the specific
behavioral entailments we need to know to navigate them. Plopped
down in a different cultural setting, knowing that the structure I am
in is “authority ranked” helps only a little. Put differently,
taxonomies may reveal the skeleton of social relations, but acting
within a complex social world requires putting meat on those
bones. This is the reason for the main point of disagreement as to
what lies in a generative grammar of institutions.

In contrast to a grammar like Thomsen and Sheehy-
Skeffington’s, which specifies primitive role relations, we posit a
leaner grammar that simply requires the capacity to productively
place roles in graph structures of arbitrary size, leaving the exact
content within roles and between them more flexible. Grammars
like those being developed in computational models of mentalizing
might offer a promising parallel (e.g., Velez-Ginorio et al., 2017).
Within mentalizing, mental states such as beliefs and desires are
propositional attitudes that can take on any content. The gram-
mar-like structure does not capture the content inside the mental
states, but rather howmental states transition and how they can be
composed productively. This includes, for example, representing
beliefs about desires, or representing desires with logical con-
nectives (e.g., John wants coffee or tea, but not both). In the same
way, the institutional stance could be supported by a lean grammar
that simply generates graph structures of roles, marking their kinds
and connections. The content inside each role could then fall
outside of the formal grammar, either via more general conceptual
machinery or perhaps a more specialized internal grammar of
norms and scripts. Indeed, in some recent work we have shown
how this combination of a general graph-grammar, along with
culturally specific behavioral scripts, can capture how people infer
the internal structure of social collectives, predict future behavior
of individual role occupiers, and even plan for how to influence
them (Davis et al., 2026).

Adjudicating between these competing views will be hard, but
not impossible. The key question is whether every role relationship
must always fall cleanly into one of a few set of fixed categories, or
whether some role relations can fall between the categories, or
outside of them entirely. We think they can. For example, an older
and a younger sibling can be communal in some ways, equal in
others, and hierarchical in others, all at the same time, all because
they are siblings (a kind of combination Fiske himself also thought
possible; Fiske, 1991). Other role relations seem to fall outside of
the scope of Fiske primitives. For example, a “chaser and chased”
relation makes little sense to think about as a kind of communal,
authority, market or equality relation.

Warneken and Rosati raise a related observation. They argue
that we overestimate the diversity of human social structures by

failing to acknowledge that most cluster into a small set of
recurring forms like “interest groups” or “governance” organ-
izations. The apparent diversity, on this view, is merely relatively
superficial content variation over a limited set of cognitive forms.
We agree that human social structures can be grouped into a
relatively small number of high-level categories. We expect that
this occurs because all human societies of a given size and com-
plexity will tend to face recurrent problems of social coordination,
such as advancing the shared aims of a subgroup. These dynamics
will, at least from a certain level of abstraction, produce institutions
that can be taxonomically organized in consistent ways. What we
doubt, though, is that this grouping captures what an agent needs
to understand to navigate them. Suppose you have been going to a
book club and you are about to attend an organized soccer fan club
for the first time. Knowing that they are both “shared interest
groups” tells you very little about how the new one will organize;
the roles that exist, who is allowed to take them on, what is expected
of whom, what counts as a local norm violation, and so on. From
the perspective of perceiving, inferring, and acting inside a
structure, two structures that a coarse taxonomy groups together
can be radically different. How often have we really encountered
two different social structures that felt indistinguishable beyond
the people that happened to be there? We suggest that the answer
is: almost never.

Clément and Kaufmann raise a larger worry about our evo-
lutionary speculation. They argue that calling an ant colony or a
dominance hierarchy “proto-institutional” is a form of retro-
spective determinism, where we interpret evolutionary diversity as
if it followed a linear trajectory with humans at the endpoint. This
is an important worry, but our claim is different. We do not believe
in a linear trajectory from insects to mammals to humans. Instead,
we see recurrent solutions to the fundamental problem of how to
coordinate when conspecifics cannot read each other’s minds.
Structures for social coordination might evolve independently
many times, in many species that are in no way on a trajectory
toward human-like cognition (Sumpter, 2010). Our claim is only
that these evolved systems of social organizations, once in place,
become regularities that minds can learn tomodel, in the same way
that minds model other regularities in their environment. This
makes social organization a necessary precursor for the institu-
tional stance, but this does not imply that these systems of
organization were teleologically headed toward the generative
institutional stance seen only in humans. As an analogy, the
evolution of wings in insects probably began with the emergence of
small meshes that could be flapped to help dissipate heat. It is
useful to talk about these heat dissipators as “proto-wings” to
highlight that they are not wings, but necessary precursors for their
evolution. We do not think doing so implies that this was always
their ultimate destination.

R4. Development of the institutional stance

One thing we and our developmental commentators agree on is
that much of the institutional stance is learned. No baby is born
with the concept of cashier, and a critical part of development is
learning what parts of behavior to encode as roles and what parts as
particularities of individual minds. We believe that the repre-
sentational capacity to separate role from role-occupier is evolu-
tionarily ancient. But Tauzin argues that this could be learned, by
tracking what behaviors follow particular individuals across con-
texts and which behaviors are stable within a context across
individuals. We agree it is possible to sort behaviors once we can
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store them in two representational categories. But this mechanism
does not explain how the two categories arise in the first place, or
how they are distinguished from other classic forms of inference,
like attributing behavior to a situation, or to an essentialized social
category. Each inference posits a different link between behavior
and the underlying attribute. Once all these potential repre-
sentational categories are in place, we agree with Tauzin that
covariation tracking, enhanced by adult labeling of roles, helps
children learn the critical content attributed to roles. We also agree
with Rhodes and Yilmaz that mental-state reasoning becomes an
important tool for inferring role-governed action because roles
become most visible precisely when the occupier acts against their
own preferences.

Tauzin and Hok and Thomas both suggest that infants begin
with representations that are simpler than institutional roles, and
that the institutional stance is built on top of them. For Tauzin, the
simpler primitives are interactional roles such as chaser and chased.
For Hok and Thomas they are specific individuals embedded in
relational roles (perhaps derived from Fiske’s taxonomy, such as
agents engaged in communal sharing versus equality matching, as
per Thomas, 2026). From our perspective, we’re not clear how
different these proposals actually are. What unifies interactional
roles, relational roles and the roles our article emphasized is that
they all represent behavior in terms of the positions agents occupy
relative to one another, rather than in terms of who those agents
are. This is the bedrock upon which these seemingly alternative
proposals must rest. We would need to hear more to understand
how, e.g., interactional roles diverge from what we have in mind.

Perhaps the most direct challenge comes from Rhodes and
Yilmaz and Noyes, who both argue that the literature on child
development is inconsistent with our account. Rhodes and Yilmaz
highlight that children are initially overly focused on norms and
then begin to prioritize mental states around age 7, pointing out
that an early emergence of both stances does not explain why this
shift would occur. They suggest that, rather than being constrained
to role representations, young children apply a normative stance
across many conceptual domains, even natural kinds. We take the
point. But this concession remains compatible with the possibility
that children represent both kinds and roles in appropriate ways,
and that their role-based inferences diverge from their kind-based
inferences. Based on other work we cite in our target article, we
think this is indeed the case, but we acknowledge that establishing
it more definitively is a particularly critical empirical challenge.We
are actively tackling this in ongoing work attempting to document
specific “signatures” of role-based reasoning that diverge from
more well-studied individual- or kind-based reasoning (Baker,
Dunham, & Jara-Ettinger, 2024). In particular, a key test is whether
children realize that an agent lacking a particular property can gain
that property by entering a role and then lose that property when
they exit the role, and then that a new agent entering that same role
will gain that same property in the same fashion. Although more
needs to be done, we again think that children can indeed make
these inferences in broadly appropriate ways.

Noyes sees the relatively late emergence of one particular form
of institutional understanding as evidence against our account. He
highlights his work showing that, before age eight, children do not
understand that the power of an institutional object like money, or
an institutional action like scoring a point in a game, can be
revoked by group consensus. He takes this as showing that the
more basic forms of role understanding we emphasize cannot be
full-fledged institutional cognition. But this is ultimately a matter
of definition. We prefer a more minimalist definition of

institutional cognition as an understanding of interconnected
roles. The more complex cognition Noyes studies is then built on
top of the simpler components we highlight, necessary for it but
not sufficient on its own.

R5. The view from inside: participation and normativity

Institutions are not just things we think about; they are also things
we are seen as part of and shaped by. Several commentators
correctly pointed out that our article did not give enough attention
to this first-person, participant side of the institutional stance.
After all, the institutional stance does not just let me predict you. It
also helps me know what I should do, and in doing so lets me make
my own behavior predictable to others. By thinking of myself as
occupying a role, I can use what I know about the role to fit into the
structure around me and even to come to understand my own
place in the world and thus who I am as a person.

Butler and Schmidt and An argue that our proposal treats roles
as overly descriptive, and so it fails to capture the normative force
of role-linked norms. Norms do not just describe what people will
do; they say what people – including ourselves – should do. We
agree this is sometimes true. But we are also willing to bite the
bullet and say that it is not always the case. That is, in some
instances, the “should” is not doing any work. As outside observers,
we can make sense of group behavior by representing the roles and
rules that structure it, without attributing a binding ought to
participants. This is the third-party analysis the framework was
built to support – much like ethologists can describe another
species’ role structure without supposing that the animals expe-
rience their behavior as in any sense obligatory.

That said, we agree that becoming part of a social system is
more than simply applying the third-party stance to yourself, and it
often does induce a sense of obligation. Again, though, we think we
differ in our take on how much work a richer sense of obligation
performs. In many cases, prudential motivations may well suffice.
Violating norms disrupts smooth social functioning. It imposes
costs on others by defying their expectations, and on the violator
too, because interactions have more friction and deviations invite
sanctions. One evolutionary route to stable group behavior is to
build creatures that feel a joint commitment in such cases, and our
species seems to have taken it. But the same surface pattern can also
emerge from a behavioral equilibrium in a coordination game,
without those deeper feelings: We know what to do, we have no
reason to think we could do better by doing otherwise, and so we
keep doing what is expected (Guala, 2016). Indeed, in line with
recent evidence in humans and great apes (Sánchez-Amaro et al.,
2026), we suspect that this more prudential form of rational
maximizing may underlie more collaborative behavior than is
sometimes assumed. In other words, although the “ought” may
often be present in structured social life, the interpretative stance
need not depend on it to do its explanatory work.

An interesting connection comes from Fincher, who argues that
decentralized groups sometimes need to socially organize with ad
hoc roles with no explicitly agreed-upon process for who gets to
occupy a role. For instance, a group of people doing a joint task
might all sense they need someone to act as their leader, and they
might represent this role, but do not have any agreed upon process
for who gets to take on that role. This creates the challenge of
determining who truly occupies the role. In this same example,
someone might start acting like the leader even when everyone is
not inclined to accept it. They suggest this can be solved through
roles whose enactment requires showing commitment at personal
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cost (what she calls “sacred values”). Based on this, they argue that
institutional reasoning requires both representing norms that
govern behavior (compensatory) and roles that define who is a
legitimate role occupant (constitutive). Our proposal talked about
entry conditions, but in a way that only seemed a clear match for
more formalized systems. In less formal ones, we implicitly sug-
gested that, from the perspective of an observer, to occupy a role is
to act as if you are in it. We agree this may not always be enough,
neither for the formal creation of social organization (Section R7)
nor for understanding behavior. There are many cases where we
might see an agent enacting a role and believe it is more appro-
priate to represent them as wishing they held that role rather than
actually holding it. The constitutive norms needed to understand
this may be a cultural innovation that takes longer to develop and
understand, as Noyes’ data suggest.

Baumeister et al. suggest that our account can illuminate first-
person experiences of a different sort, related to belonging and the
basic need to find one’s place in the social order. Modern societies,
they note, offer so many possible roles that finding one’s place has
become harder. Earlier in human history, societies were simpler,
with fewer, more rigid, and less voluntary roles. This allowed roles
to give you a fixed anchor for understanding who you are and
where you stand in relation to others: your self was, at least in large
part, your role. As societies grew in complexity and individual
autonomy became more valued, roles becamemore fluid andmore
a matter of choice. Rather than being defined by the roles we are
assigned into, roles become things we must seek out as part of our
personal quest for meaning. We were not thinking about these
more existential aspects of life when we developed our framework,
but we find the suggestion intriguing. It points to a need to connect
our viewmore explicitly to affective processes, and to other sources
of individual and cultural variation, such as cultural tightness
versus looseness (Gelfand, Harrington, & Jackson, 2017), which
helps to capture the degree to which roles are assigned to you
versus freely chosen, as well as the extent to which you can freely
modify aspects of the normative constraints entailed by a role you
have chosen.

R6. The dark side of the institutional stance

Our target article ended on a somewhat cheerful note, suggesting
that the institutional stance can help us notice entrenched systems
of subordination and exploitation that damage society but are easy
to miss. If you see a system of relations as natural, efforts to change
it can seem futile. But if you can reconceptualize a social structure
as a human-made system of roles and relations, and analyze what
those roles are and how they came to be, change becomes
accessible.

Asma, Szocik and Rozmus, and Ritchie all suggest that this
picture is too rosy, for several reasons. When we interpret others
through an institutional stance, we may begin to enforce role
expectations on them, and they might begin to accommodate their
behavior accordingly. And when the roles we occupy feel natural or
invisible (consider gender) the constraints they impose become
easy to miss, so that role-driven action can get (mis)read as the
expression of free preference. We take this to be Asma’s central
point, and we are compelled by it. Social change requires historical
and moral perspectives that go beyond what the institutional
stance provides. At the same time, the institutional stance does
enable us to take new perspectives on old structures, which we
think is necessary for structural change. Social hierarchies are
pernicious and prone to reification. But we can and do work

against them. In this we may stand alone in the natural world: how
often has a chimpanzee troop decided to reconstrue or restructure
their male dominance hierarchy?

Szocik and Rozmus note that the dehumanizing side effect of
the institutional stance is not evenly distributed. Gender-coded
roles such as those in care, service, and administrative support are
structured to maximize replaceability, which reduces our tendency
to think of the people in them and to represent their minds. We
agree that the costs of the institutional stance fall on individuals in
asymmetrical and even unjust ways, and thus are happy to endorse
their design interventions, such as using names rather than role
labels, as actionable directions to come out of this literature.

In a related vein, Ritchie questions whether the institutional
stance can really be used to analyze large-scale social-structural
systems like race or gender. She rightly points out that our article’s
main examples involve individuals in roles, and transferring that
model to groups in a hierarchy is not trivial. The idea that agents
can, in principle, move into and out of roles, and one occupant can
substitute for another, fits cases like baristas well, but does not work
for members of essentialized social kinds. We did not mean to
equate these two levels of analysis, but we do think they share
something cognitively and conceptually. The philosophical work
that reinterprets naturalized social kinds as positions in a hierarchy
(e.g., Ásta, 2018; Haslanger, 2000) and the use of the institutional
stance to analyze a specific social structure share an interpretive
question: is someone being treated this way because of the position
they occupy, or because of who they are as an individual? For
individual roles and social kinds alike, we can recognize that
someone is being treated based on the social position they occupy,
and not based on their individual identity.We can further use those
observations to imagine alternative arrangements or even the
dissolution of the structure as it currently exists. But the conditions
for entering and leaving differ sharply across these cases, and we
were too hasty in drawing these parallels.

More generally, the optimistic note at the end of the target
article was not meant to imply that humans usually or even fre-
quently apply the institutional stance to social kinds and subtle
structures. Nor was it to say that, on balance, the institutional
stance is a force for social change rather than for entrenching
exploitation. It may well be the latter. But humans do sometimes
engage in the work of seeing through and seeking to change
naturalized structures, and when they do, we think the cognitive
machinery we describe is a necessary ingredient in that process.

R7. Intuitive versus formal institutions

A major source of tension across the commentaries lies in
assumptions about what an institution actually is. The question has
no single answer. A legal institution analyzed in jurisprudence is a
different kind of thing from what a layperson has in mind when
they think of a legal institution, and both are different from the
cognitive representations that let a child or an adult navigate the
social structures around them by representing them as sets of
interlocking roles. The institutional stance is a theory about that
third thing. By institution, we mean a cognitive structure, a rep-
resentation, built from an interconnected set of roles with per-
sistence and continuity. Each role bundles norms and interaction
scripts. And when an agent takes on a role, they enact the model of
agency it defines.

Several commentators were dissatisfied with this and pushed
back on the institutional stance by importing criteria from formal
institutions. Noyes argues that a genuine institution must be a self-
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reproducing structure that retains its identity across changes in its
role-occupants. He is joined by Clément and Kaufmann, who
argue that institutions require Searlean collective acceptance of
status functions (“X counts as Y in context C”). Johnson argues that
institutions are the rules of the social game, and that rules are prior
to roles. Gantman et al. agree, specifically pointing to formalized
rules as the raw material out of which institutions are made.

We agree that these comments identify features that may be
necessary parts of a proper theory of formal institutions. In doing
so, they highlight the gap between what is sufficient to understand
social collectives in terms of roles, and what may be needed to
formalize those collectives or create new kinds of social reality. But
we are not persuaded that all these features belong inside the
intuitive theory we are trying to characterize. When you watch two
people interact and represent them as guided by roles of caregiver
and cared-for, or barista and customer, you make sense of the
interaction perfectly well without representing a self-reproducing
structure, explicitly representing collective buy-in, or wondering
what is in the Starbucks Employee Handbook. Youmay domore of
this upon reflection or in more specific contexts. But we doubt that
any of this is what the intuitive theory does when it interprets social
collectives in real time. Asking the intuitive theory of social col-
lectives to do all this work is akin to asking intuitive psychology to
deliver a formal theory of neuroscience.

Nonetheless, our article was too quick to suggest that the
institutional stance gives rise to real-world institutional structures.
To clarify here, we see the institutional stance as necessary for the
more demanding cognitive achievements the commentators raise,
but not sufficient. Reasoning about a self-reproducing institution
that persists across changes in role-occupiers requires the ability to
represent roles in the first place, and that is what the institutional
stance provides. For example, we see the cognitive transition
between ages four and nine that Noyes discovered as a conceptual
elaboration of this core intuitive theory. This same logic applies to
Searlean collective acceptance that Clément and Kaufmann
emphasize (and that we discuss as a likely outgrowth of our
institutional stance in the target article). For these commentators,
naive sociology rests on the recognition that people and things can
gain new properties via collective attribution. To an extent, we
agree. Many role-linked properties can emerge out of cultural
practices through collective action. But we also think that social
structures can emergemore organically. The push and pull of social
life often leads to stable equilibrium patterns of interaction that
were never collectively agreed upon (Hindriks & Guala, 2015). In
some cases, these patterns may not be collectively recognized, but
people can still represent them in role-like ways. This makes us
suspect that rooting institutional reality in uniquely human and
relatively modern cultural developments such as formalized rules
or the emergence of writing (see also Gantman et al.) misses
longer-running commonalities in our species’ deeper cultural
history.

Johnson suggests that rules precede roles, both in how formal
institutions are built and as the cognitive foundation of the
institutional stance. Formal institutions are certainly governed by
rules that sit outside any single role, and our theory said little about
these. But a rule alone cannot do anything until its scope is defined.
That is, it has to apply to someone in some context. We think that
doing this work will require sorting people based on where they
stand within a structure, which is, in the end, to reinvent the roles

that we began with. In other words, to make rules do the work these
commentators want, you would need to tie them to social posi-
tions, and to the relations between those positions. In doing so, you
will have arrived back at a position much closer to ours. That said,
we do agree that some rules apply broadly to any member of a
social collective and people intuitively understand that. It is an
open question whether these rules are represented outside the
institutional stance, or whether we instead attach them to a broad
“member” role.

Gantman et al. raised a related distinction between norms and
rules. They point out that norms are messy, often underspecified,
and have lossy transmission. Rules, by contrast, are a cultural
innovation that explicitly specify how agents should engage with
one another. Our article did not draw this distinction at all, but we
think it is a useful one. The jump from norms to rules might be a
critical step that serves two functions. First, it allows humans to
build formal and increasingly complex systems of social organi-
zation. Second, once learned, it allows people to embed them into
the institutional stance, to reason about roles whose behaviors are
explicitly codified. Gantman et al. point out that the rigidity of
rules, and the consequences of breaking them, make role-driven
behavior more predictable. If so, this cultural innovation regarding
rules might lead to an even further decline in the necessity of
mentalizing.

Acknowledging the gap between the everyday psychology of the
institutional stance and the study of formal institutions is not a
cop-out. It can help us predict when and why people find some
institutional or economic contexts difficult to think about. Białek
et al. review a set of puzzles in behavioral economics that can all be
precisely explained by a gap between the ground-truth of complex
settings and an intuitive theory that fails to accommodate them.
Forcing this fit leads us to place complex behaviors into different
structures, such as into communal or exchange logics that are an
imperfect fit. In this way, the gap between formal institutions and
our naive theory helps explain why the real structure of complex
institutions is hard to understand, and why we need formal fields
like economics and political science to effortfully determine the
best formal way to think about them.

That said, we may be underestimating what the intuitive theory
contains. One way to extend our original proposal is by letting
people represent roles nested inside one another within a graph.
That is, each node is still a single irreducible role, but clusters of
nodes can be grouped together under a broader role. If we continue
scaling up in this manner, we can eventually represent all nodes in
the graph as falling under the widest role representing being a
member of the collective. We think this may help with Johnson’s
concern that some rules seem to exist outside of any role. They
could be captured, at least in part, by attaching them to the
broadest “member” role that applies to everyone in the graph. At
the same time, the kinds of rules Johnson alludes to, such as who
gets to make judgments about intellectual property, are likely
outside of our naive theory of social collectives.

Relatedly, inspired by Warneken and Rosati, we suspect that
people represent the networks of roles in an institution as having a
function, maybe even when they think no role member is neces-
sarily aware of that function. This ability to give functional
explanations to social collectives lets us reason about the structure
as a whole, its coherence, and ways in which it could be different. In
an analogous way to an expectation that agents act rationally in the
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mentalistic stance, there might be an expectation that agents also
organize rationally in the institutional stance, such that we assume
that role structures are a rational attempt to solve a social
coordination problem. These considerations point the way toward
interesting empirical work exploring how observers attribute
agency across levels of institutional structure.

R8. Looking ahead

The proposal we introduced in our target article, along with the
revisions here, is a starting point, not a complete story. Together
with the commentaries, it highlights understudied research
directions in social cognition. We end by laying out questions we
find both pressing and possible to answer.

First, what are the conceptual primitives and generative
structure of the institutional stance? We think the system has two
parts. The first is a foundational capacity to represent abstract roles
and connect them generatively with no fixed limit – the grammar.
Here the critical questions are the constituent parts, the “primi-
tives,” of the generative apparatus. Are they a limited set of Fiske-
style relations, or, as we have argued, can even the infant’s mind
represent a much broader repertoire of potential relations, such as
chaser and chased, giver and receiver, driver and passenger? The
other part is the capacity to insert information inside those roles.
These include regulatory and constitutive rules, dispositional
mental states, and interaction scripts. This raises a question we
cannot yet answer: can anything, in principle, be placed within a
role, much like almost anything can be the object of a belief or a
desire in the mentalistic stance?

Second, what in this system is uniquely human? Warneken and
Rosati suggest we underestimate the richness of nonhuman pri-
mate social structures, and, given their expertise, we are inclined to
trust them. Even so, we still think that there is a qualitative gap
across species. We suspect that a chimpanzee looking at a human
society could not understand how it works, and chimpanzees do
not seem to critically reflect about how they organize, nor try to
fundamentally change the existing organizations. There are, of
course, empirical questions here.

A closely related issue is what actually develops. We all agree that
development happens, and the commentaries offer many useful,
more specific suggestions (along with our own proposal that pretend
play is suspiciously focused on roles and might be a big part of how
children learn and practice them). Open questions include which
parts of the representation are learned and, if any are, what kind of
system can generate genuinely new social concepts. And then, how
do children learn the vast library of roles that exist in a society, their
contents, and how to apply them? And is normativity a broad
tendency that gradually gets centered on roles, or something more
intimately related to institutional reasoning from the start?

A further question is how the institutional stance relates to
mentalizing, and how this relationship works across different
timescales. Do people move fluidly between the two stances within
a single interaction, or switch only across contexts? Can we predict
the balance between them by treating the two as a joint effort to
capture the predictability of structured behavior, while accom-
modating the flexibility humans inevitably show? Do we ever turn
off mentalizing completely to rely wholly on the institutional
stance?

This also leads to questions about how the institutional stance is
implemented in the brain. We speculated that specialized circuits
might support it, but, as Tauzin noted, this was only speculation. In
many ways, there is little at stake here. Nothing in our proposal
requires dedicated brain areas, and a capacity can be important
without having its own patch of cortex. That said, the answer
would be informative, because it would tell us whether this rea-
soning shares circuitry with mentalizing, draws on more domain-
general areas, or might rely on specialized algorithms of its own.

One of the largest open questions lies in characterizing the gap
between using the institutional stance to understand social col-
lectives and actually building complex structures with explicit
roles, and in particular formalized institutions. We think devel-
oping the computational structure behind the institutional stance
will become a cornerstone of any account of how real institutional
structures are built. This is because creating social structures
requires understanding them, but also because, with a formal
computational model in hand, we will be able to see much more
clearly what is missing, and so what is additionally required for the
creation of formalized institutions. In some ways, we think the
version we presented here was already helpful, as the comments
show, in highlighting the gap between interpretation and creation.
At the same time, we think it is critical to distinguish between the
social-scientific project of characterizing commonality and variation
across real-world formal institutional structures and the cognitive-
scientific project of understanding how the mind uses roles and
relations to simplify the problem of social inference at scale. This
institutional stance speaks directly only to this second project.

As a final closing question, what is the richer phenomenology
running alongside institutional perception? Choosing to interpret
a social collective in terms of roles is not to just apply some abstract
algorithm over data. It is how we make sense of one of the most
important parts of our lives – our social world. These interpretive
frameworks shape how we see ourselves and others, our humanity
and theirs. They lead us to misrepresent and restrict others, but
sometimes, with effort, to recognize and even combat injustice.
These are not abstract inferences. They determine what it feels like
to be human in our deeply social world.
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