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Professor Binmore’s lectures were beyond a doubt the most provocative and stimulating

of this workshop. His game-theoretic approach to the evolution and function of fairness

norms dominated discussions among students between lectures, during lunch and on

occasion well into the night. This made me decide to write a report on his lectures. In an

attempt to also illustrate some of the debate that went on outside the lecture hall, I have

tried to tie the ongoing debate on the integration of minorities in. This debate was

strongly revitalised during our stay in Amsterdam, due to the dramatic shoot-out in

Veghel on Tuesday December 7 1999. This case will bring out the feelings of unease that

many voiced during and outside the lectures. I stress that Prof. Binmore has not

addressed any such issues in his lectures and cannot be held responsible for my mistakes

in representing or applying his theory. But as he himself put it on several occasions, we

should accept any conclusion provided it follows from sound reasoning. I leave it to the

reader to assess whether my reasoning is sound. Prof. Binmore was the inspiration, the

mistakes are mine.

Introduction

The integration of minorities in society is a problem with a long history. Pre-historic hunter

gatherer groups only occasionally faced the problem of absorbing new members. In more
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recent history there are many tales of violent clashes between groups of people that

regarded each other as outsiders but later on managed to live alongside each other in peace.

In modern day Western societies the increasing flow of economically and politically

motivated migrants from developing countries is high on the political agenda. Since we do

not regard a growing indigenous population or immigration from certain countries as a

problem, apparently we do not feel that every new person poses a threat. It is people

entering our society from another culture that we regard as a problem. The more deviant

or unknown the culture these entrants come from the more they are regarded as a problem.

Apparently these people have difficulty to function in our complicated societies. They come

from another complicated society with a different set of cultural norms and values. This

implies they sometimes behave in ways we cannot understand from our perspective and

in much the same way it is hard for them to always understand how we behave from theirs.

Thus the key to successful integration is finding a way to make these sets of norms and

values more compatible. A first step in doing so is understanding where these norms and

values come from and what function they play in the smooth running of society. A set of

norms and values that are commonly shared among members of society can be referred to

as a social contract. To understand its origin I will therefore first present the idea of the

social contract and follow Prof. Binmore in putting it in a game theoretic perspective. This

allows us to use game theory to work out a powerful theory of how a social contract evolves.

Since pay-offs are a crucial element in game theory and some conceptual problems arise

I devoted some paragraphs to a more detailed reproduction of Binmore’s arguments for

using cardinal utility functions in his theory. Then social evolution is presented as the

driving force behind the norms and values that constitute a social contract and we may ask

how the process of integration can be lubricated.

The Evolution of the Social Contract

In addressing the question: Where do social and cultural norms and values come from?,

I will present Ken Binmore’s theory on the game theoretic evolution of the social contract.
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The social contract is defined as the set of all norms, values, regulations and the like that

a society must and will adhere to in order to coordinate collective action and solve

coordination problems that arise in the interaction between its members. In Binmore’s

terminology it is: ”... a set of commonly understood conventions about how behavior is to

be coordinated, that is necessary to sustain an equilibrium in “the Game of Life”.“

(Binmore 1994, p.6). Binmore’s basic claim is that our capacity for moral judgement has

evolved alongside the biological evolution of the human race to help us formulate just that.

A set of commonly understood conventions that helps us cooperate and which are self-

policing in the sense that no outside force, divine or otherwise, is needed to enforce these

conventions. These conventions sustain a stable efficient and fair equilibrium in Binmore’s

Game of Life. Although all humans share this basic capacity the actual contents of the social

contract can vary from one group of people to the next. Understanding the basic

mechanisms that underlie the development of a stable, efficient and fair social contract is

therefore helpful in understanding how differences in social contract may develop and how

the integration of “aliens” in our society may be furthered. 

In order to follow Binmore’s argument we first need to refresh some basic game

theory and see what constitutes the “Game of Life”.

 

Life is a Game

A game in the game theoretical sense of the word is a well defined concept. A non-trivial

game always has more than one players and these players can play more than one

alternative strategies. Furthermore the reward or pay-off each player gets when a set of

strategies is played usually depends on the strategy he has played himself and those played

by others. Figure 1 represents a simple coordination problem as a game. The problem the

drivers of two cars driving in opposite direction on the same road is: “On what side of the

road should I drive?”. In the Netherlands we have established a convention to answer this

question and this presents no problem to any of us in every day life. One should, however,

consider the problem before the convention is in place. Then all player A knows is the pay-
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Figure 1: Some examples of games

off he get when playing either a strategy to drive left or right as a function of the strategy

played by player B. When A plays “drive left” and the B plays “drive left” they avoid an

accident. The same holds if both play “drive right”. There is no reason to assume that either

“social contract” is better than the other but it is definitely better than the contracts in

which both choose a different strategy. If this is a one shot game and player A and B are not

allowed to communicate the best they can do is flip a coin. Most situations, however, are

repeated games. If player A and B come across the same road every day they can build a

reputation for driving either right or left and knowing this the opponent can choose his best

reply. If player A plays a best reply to player B and B plays a best reply to A we are in a

Nash-equilibrium. In the driving game right-right and left-left, shaded in figure 1,  are such

“best replies” and happen to be optimal strategies in the sense that the pay-offs to both

players are maximised. The second game, the famous prisoners dilemma, illustrates how

Nash-equilibria can be sub-optimal. The game involves two criminals that are guilty of a

joint crime but there is no evidence to convict them for it. They can be convicted for a lesser

crime though. A confession of either would suffice to convict both. The optimal outcome
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for the players would be that both deny and receive a light punishment for the lesser crime.

They will, however, confess if the prosecutor offers the confessor to walk free. To see why,

consider the pay-offs in this game. Assuming both dislike time in jail, are rational and the

game is a one shot game, which implies there are no implications whatsoever from

confessing other than walking free, the Nash-equilibrium is confess-confess. If we allow for

someone from outside the game to police contracts, than our players can perhaps

coordinate their actions. The godfather could be a very effective policeman to enforce the

deny-deny equilibrium. Then, however, one should incorporate his actions into the pay-offs

of both players and we no longer play a proper prisoners dilemma. In general the role of

government and law enforcers is to do exactly that. 

If the prisoners dilemma is played repeatedly, however, playing the one shot

equilibrium every time is but one of the available equilibrium strategies and a policeman

is not necessary to improve the outcome for both players. In the repeated prisoners

dilemma sets of rules exist that can sustain the more efficient equilibrium deny-deny. A

famous rule is the Tit-for-Tat rule, where player A and B both deny unless the opponent

confessed in the preceding game. Such a rule may sustain the deny-deny equilibrium

indefinitely. Several other rules exist and do the same. There are many more games we can

think of and equilibrium strategies that players can play in these games. In that way we

could construct the meta-game Binmore refers to as the “Game of Life”.

Binmore’s  “Game of Life” is much too complex to be represented in the standard

way as in figure 1, since it should incorporate all players that affect our lives at various

points in our lives and deal with the infinite number of alternative strategies we and they

can play. The “Game of Life” can be thought of as a game since the rules are set and are

beyond the control of the players. Furthermore there is no outside agent that can alter the

pay-offs to the players, prohibit or enforce any strategy or interfere in the game in any other

way. The rules, strategies and pay-offs in the “Game of Life” are given to all the players and

there is nothing we can do to change these settings of the game. One could think of our

need for food or the laws of physics that drive and constrain our actions. Since society plays

this game every day the Game of Life is truly a repeated game and it is therefore reasonable
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It would take me too far astray to fully trace Binmore’s theory in the history of moral philosophy.1

I refer the interested readers to volume I of his “Game Theory and the Social Contract”, where he
traces his own philosophical ancestry in great detail.

to think of a social contract as the set of rules that sustains an equilibrium. 

In the Game of Life the rewards are not in terms of years in prison or money but in

terms of general evolutionary fitness. The feasible set of social contracts is limited to those

that are stable or best replies as was explained above. Evolutionary stability is a stronger

concept than game theoretic stability. An evolutionary stable equilibrium is also resistant

to mutations. This means that non-equilibrium strategies played by a small subgroup of

players cannot replicate faster than the equilibrium strategy players. This implies playing

the non-equilibrium strategy must not yield a higher evolutionary fitness in a population

dominated by equilibrium strategy players. For example in a population playing a repeated

prisoners dilemma the Tit-for-Tat social contract is stable but mutant players that play

confess all the time may come in and gradually become a sizeable share of this population.

When their share in the population is big enough a small group of non-confessors can come

in and take over the entire population. The so called Tat-for-Tit strategy might then come

in and take over. This equilibrium has both game and evolutionary stability. Evolution will

thus make sure the stable and efficient contracts eventually survive at the expense of the

inefficient ones. 

But how do we coordinate on one of the still potentially large set of evolutionary

stable efficient social contracts in the meta-Game of Life? Binmore suggests that the social

contract we actually operate is selected by an appeal to our notion of fairness. In Binmore’s

theory morality as such is only means to an end and no end in itself. Moral philosophers

have frequently introduced some metaphysical perception of the “Good”in evaluating the

fairness of outcomes and “Rights” to evaluate the fairness of the processes that yield

outcomes. For Binmore, however, both have to be considered as social constructs that are

specific to a social contract and can never be universal in nature. Binmore, placing himself

in the tradition of David Hume, thus denounces the Kantian categorical imperative and

claims no authority for metaphysical morality.  1
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For Rawls the veil is so thick that behind it we completely forget our identity. For Binmore we2

only pretend to forget but we actually bring our own extended preferences into the bargain.  This
implies Binmore differs with Rawls on his selection of a fair contract in the original position
whereas he shares Rawls’ egalitarian outcome. He agrees with Harsyani on the thin veil type of
bargain in the original position but claims Harsyani’s utilitarian conclusion is wrong because his
theory lacks an explanation for the standards of inter-personal comparison. The following
sections will clarify the importance of these differences.

To operationalise fairness as a selection device for his purpose Binmore models the

social contract that is actually implemented as the subject of a bargain between all players

in Rawls’ original position. That is a bargain where the players forget their roles in society

and chance will allocate them a role after the bargain. In Rawls A Theory of Justice this

theoretical construct is presented as the appropriate way to pass fair judgement on both

outcomes and processes in social interaction. Rawls suggested we should not do onto

others as we would have them do onto us by putting ourselves behind “a veil of ignorance”

and completely forget our identity in society. In that situation every player will try to

consider being in the other players shoes under the various possible social contracts. Rawls

even went so far as to claim the only fair contract would then be the one that maximises the

pay-off to the player worst off since everyone could turn out to be this player. Harsyani

(1977) showed that attaching equal probabilities to being any particular player leads to a

social contract that maximises some weighted average of all players pay-offs as utilitarians

often propose. Binmore presented us with evidence that the original position is very likely

to be the basic mechanism by which all humans pass moral judgement over outcomes and

processes. Nevertheless he differs of opinion with both Rawls and Harsyani.2

 Binmore frequently uses the bargain over a social contract between Adam and Eve

in the original position to illustrate his point. I will follow him in that, however, to analyse

the selection of a  social contract in this simplified setting we first need to consider the

representation of pay-offs in greater detail. Binmore uses von Neumann-Morgenstern

utility and goes to great lengths to defend this representation of preferences in chapter 4

of vol. I, Binmore, (1994). I will shortly replicate his argument before proceeding with the

analysis of social contract selection.



22  NAKE Nieuws, Vol. 12, Nr. 2, August 2000

Comparing Apples and Oranges

Suppose Adam and Eve have to decide on a “fair” social contract out of a potential set of

stable and efficient contracts that specify what their role in society will be. In order to

bargain over such a contract in the original position they must be able to put themselves

in the other persons shoes to see their preferences over the potential contracts. To be able

to do so Adam needs to know the order and intensity of his own and Eve’s preferences and

vice versa. Furthermore, in a bargain behind the veil of ignorance, Eve’s preferences have

to somehow be comparable to Adams. In every day life this is straightforward since we do

this frequently but some problems arise when modelling this in a game. In economic

terminology the above implies their preferences have to be measured cardinally and we

have to introduce inter-personal utility comparison. 

To rid ourselves of the problem that pay-offs in terms of years of prison, money or

whatever other type of pay-off can have a different value to the same player under different

circumstances we use the concept of utility. Having an umbrella when it rains might yield

Adam say 1 util whereas having that same umbrella when the sun shines yields him

disutility of -1 for having to carry it around. A utility function thus describes someone’s

preferences by attaching a higher numerical value to more preferred outcomes of the game.

These numbers are referred to as utils. One can compare this to measuring temperature in

degrees. To use utils in game theory to represent pay-offs, however, we need to know not

only which outcome is better than which but also by how much. This calls for a cardinal

utility function. Intra-personal utility comparison is relatively unproblematic. We only

make sure Adam values every util the same. To decide on a contract in the original position

we furthermore need the same unit of utility for both (all) players. For such inter-personal

comparison some way to allow Eve to convert Adam’s utils into her own and the other way

around is necessary. This inter-personal standard of comparison is usually regarded as

highly problematic by economists and moral philosophers alike since these standards seem

rather arbitrary and yet are of crucial importance for the final outcome. Binmore claims

these standards evolve from repeated bargaining over the social contract and can be



Workshop Report: Mark Sanders on Ken Binmore 21

regarded as the core of what we consider as fairness in everyday life. This section proceeds

first by deriving how a cardinal utility function over pay-offs can be constructed from an

ordinal utility function over lotteries involving these pay-offs. Then we can derive how

repeated bargaining behind the veil of ignorance leads to common standards of inter-

personal comparison and how these help in selecting a fair social contract. 
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Gambling with Preferences

To derive a utility function that represents Adam’s preferences in a cardinal way we start

by asking Adam to express his preferences and indifferences over various lotteries where

the prizez are in terms of the pay-offs we want him to value. In valuing the risk he implicitly

values the assets at risk, even if that asset is his life for example, and assuming Adam is

aware of the Laws of Probability makes his valuation cardinal in nature. The fact that

probabilities are not always known presents a minor problem. We therefore only consider

a simple example with known probabilities.

Suppose there are three possible outcomes, win (W), draw (D) and lose (L) and the

probabilities of them occurring are known to be p, q and r in a lottery. Win is the most

preferred outcome, draw is next in line and lose is least preferred. We will assume Adam

has revealed preferences over lotteries L(p,q,r) involving these prizes at all values of p, q

and r and there exists a function V(L) that represents these preferences correctly by

attaching a numerical value to each lottery. V(L) is an ordinal utility function over lotteries.

If preferences satisfy the Von Neumann and Morgenstern Axioms of choice we may develop

this into a cardinal utility function over prizes. The Von Neumann Morgenstern

representation of utility for V(L) is then 

V(L)=p*u(L)+q*u(D)+r*u(W) (1)

where the function u(X) is a cardinal utility function representing preferences over

outcomes only and preferences over lotteries are a probability weighted average of the

utility derived from prizes. In figure 1 this argument is illustrated. Lottery L is presented

in the first line. Von Neuman and Morgenstern now assume a rational being is indifferent

between this simple lottery and one in which we play a lottery M(x) with probability x win

vs (1-x) lose instead of the outcomes lose, draw and win with probability x=l, probability

x=d and probability x=w respectively for some l, d and w. Obviously w=1 and l=0 follow

from M(0)=L and M(1)=W. The value of d, however, captures Adam’s attitude towards risk
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Figure 2: Von Neumann-Morgenstern’s Axioms

and implicitly values the outcomes both ordinally and cardinally. If Adam believes in the

laws of probability and lotteries M and L are independent, the complex lottery in line 2 can

be simplified to a compound lottery M(pl+qd+rw) and since Adam prefers winning he will

prefer lotteries with the highest  value for pl+qd+rw.

Now a function u(x) that satisfies u(L)=l, u(D)=d and u(W)=w is a cardinal utility function

over outcomes and Adam’s preferences are adequately represented by the Von Neumann

Morgenstern representation in (1). The unit of account, usually referred to as util, and the
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The implicit assumption here is u(L)=l=0 and u(W)=w=1 and u(D)=0<d<1 but all3

transformations of the form v(X)=a*u(X)+b yield a valid von Neumann Morgenstern cardinal
utility function representing Adam’s preferences

zero of this function can be chosen arbitrarily by making linear transformations.  What is3

crucial to note for our purpose is, however, that the difference in utils between two

alternatives also contains information on the relative intensity of preferences. 

To see this suppose Adam prefers A over B and C over D. If he feels stronger about

the latter preference than Adam would always prefer lottery A(.5) over prices A and D over

B(.5) over prices B and C. In terms of Adam’s Von Neumann Morgenstern expected utility

function this implies 

.5*(u(A)+u(D))>.5*(u(B)+u(C)) (2)

which implies the number of utils between A and B is smaller than between C and D thus

reflecting adequately the relative intensities of the preferences. Von Neumann Morgenstern

utility functions thus allow Adam to compare his pay-offs over the possible outcomes in a

game. 

The results above were derived under objectively known probabilities. The same

argument can be made using subjective ones. One need only replace the objective

probabilities with subjective ones and realise that people only have to act as if they have

some conception of these probabilities. 

Obviously the social contract Adam and Eve will select in the original position will exhaust

all possibilities for increasing Adam’s utility at no cost in terms of utils to Eve and vice

versa. We should, however, also consider those contracts where a small sacrifice to Eve

implies a large gain to Adam and the other way around. In constructing a criterium for

evaluating the social contract teleological utilitarians construct a cardinal social welfare

function that actually assumes an ideal observer with an implicit weighting scheme for

aggregating individual utilities. Then it is possible to select the social contract that

maximises the weighted sum of utils. 

Binmore claims such inter personal aggregations are inadmissible. Fairness norms
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As opposed to: I prefer being Adam with a fig leaf to being Adam with an apple (personal4

preferences) or: I prefer being Adam while Eve has an apple to being Adam while Adam has a
fig leaf (sympathetic preferences).

constitute such measures of inter-personal comparison as we see in next section.

If I were you...

Even though it may be impractical to construct Adam’s Von Neumann Morgenstern utility

function from his revealed preferences over lotteries involving all possible outcomes in the

Game of Life, there is in principle no problem to do so. If we want Adam to compare his

utils to those of Eve, as we ask of him in the original position, we need the above mentioned

exchange rate or some standard of inter-personal comparison. Here empathetic preferences

play a crucial role. They allow us to compare utils between individuals and provide the

basis of rational (that is internally consistent) ethics. To discuss empathy, however, it is

useful to discuss sympathy first. 

Sympathy implies a particular type of identification with someone else. Their welfare

effectively becomes your own. Eve’s consumption of apples is for example in Adam’s

preference relations if he sympathises with her. Adam derives direct utility from Eve’s

eating an apple. In evolution we would expect sympathy to govern for example (extended)

family relations, since the well-being of our kin increases the evolutionary fitness of our

own genes since we share the same genes.

In considering non-family the best we can often do is empathise. We are aware of

other peoples (revealed) preferences but do not derive utility ourselves directly from their

well being. Combining man’s ability to sympathise with his ability to envision himself in

different situations as we did above, creates the possibility to extend our preferences to

others by means of empathy. Empathy allows us to see things from someone else’s point

of view and predict behaviour and response to ones own actions. They allow an individual

to say: I prefer being Adam with a fig leaf to being Eve with an apple.   Empathetic4

preferences held by homo economicus can also be assumed to be consistent with Von

Neumann Morgensterns Axioms of Choice. Homo economicus will make statements such
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Binmore also presents the pay-offs under the Rawlsian assumption that probabilities are5

unknown and we therefore maximise the minimum.

as the above one consistently and can represent his empathetic preferences in an extended

von Neuman Morgenstern utility function.

This extended utility function attaches a number to each of the possible outcomes

Adam faces in the original position. It attaches a value to being Adam having an apple,

being Adam having a fig leave, being Eve having an apple and being Eve having a fig leave.

Harsyani (1977) tells us that Adam should attach equal probabilities to turning out to be

Adam and turning out to be Eve in the original position. Thus Adam will maximise his

expected utility :5

0.5*(v (C,A)+v (C,E)) (3)A A

Assuming C has a worst and best outcome L and W respectively we can fix the scales of our

personal utility functions but not our empathetic preference relation. For that we need to

specify also the second argument. So arbitrarily we may set v (L,A)=0 and v (W,E)=1. AsA A

before the two remaining parameters v (W,A)=U  and v (L,E)=1-V  contain all theA A A A

information we require to represent Adam’s empathetic preferences in a Von Neumann

Morgenstern cardinal utility function. To derive these parameters we set Adam’s

empathetic preferences when being Adam equal to a linear transformation of his own

personal preferences,

v (C,A)=a* u (C) +b (4)A A

 and his empathetic preferences being Eve to a linear transformation of her (perceived)

personal preference relation

v (C,E)=c* u (C)+d. (5)A E

This implies 
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v (C,A)= U *u (C) A A A

and v (C,E)=1-V + V *u (C). (6)A A A E

Substituting into the expected utility Adam maximises in the original position and

dropping constant terms we find Adam maximises: 

U *u (C)+V *u (C), (7)A A A E

a weighted average of both Adam’s and Eve’s personal utils, like a true utilitarian. 

To be able to empathise with ones co-players in the game of life one has to thus

know their personal preferences. In reality this seems to be a strong assumption but in

many situations we only need to know our co-players preferences over a limited set of

outcomes. The level of detail in the social contract determines the extent of the required

information and we observe that for example one needs to know ones co-player a lot better

to make a marriage work than to decide on which side of the road to drive.

The extended utility functions, defined to reflect empathetic preference relations for

all players in all states of the world empathising with all adversaries, will include each

players exchange rate for personal utilities from intra-personal empathetic preferences. The

rates of exchange, however, are still idiosyncratic, that is individual. In the example above

Adam and Eve may enter the original position with widely different U  and V .i i

Still all moral judgement is captured by these “worthiness” coefficients. Whether

Adam and Eve deem the contract fair or unfair depends crucially on their perception of

their own and the others worthiness. If U happens to be zero for both and V happens to be

one than the contract they select in the original position is the one that maximises Eve’s

utility at all costs to Adam. This does not imply Adam has no utility at all since he can have

all the fig leaves if he is the only one that values them. The social contract will stipulate,

however, that he must put all his efforts in collecting apples to please Eve. Both will accept

Adam’s servitude since both feel he is unworthy of consideration and Eve is worthy to be

Adam’s master. Both players will fail to come to an agreement if standards diverge and both
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Binmore (1998) is more explicit on this issue in chapter 2 of volume II.6

will bargain for the use of their standards with all the bargaining power they can muster.

A social contract is only renegotiation proof when all share the same standards of inter-

personal comparison.

Eventually society must and will converge upon such a common standard of inter-

personal comparison through social evolution. Social evolution makes empathetic

preferences converge as the U and V’s of winners are replicated and those held by losers are

eradicated from the population.  This implies all members of society will eventually go into6

the original position with the same standards of inter-personal comparison and will judge

the proposed social contract fair or unfair according to the same shared standards. Such

a social contract is an empathy equilibrium. It is not only proof to renegotiation but also

to misrepresentations of members of society, who, in the original position, do not benefit

from such misrepresentations. That is to say, since all have the same inter-personal

standards of comparison there is no gain in leading others to believe yours are different. 

The standards of comparison that evolve are then also used when we have to

coordinate on new games. Facing a new situation, for example discovering the tree of

wisdom, Adam and Eve still feel Eve is the only worthy person and Adam will offer her the

apple. Only over time do empathetic preferences shift to support a new social contract that

is more efficient in the new situation. If Adam and Eve could observe other couples finding

the tree and those couples that share their standards of comparison being kicked out of

Paradise, they would probably replicate the standards of those couples that were allowed

to stay.

At this stage we can distinguish three equilibrating mechanisms running

simultaneously in the “Game of Life”. In the short run our empathetic and personal

preferences are fixed. We decide what to do by choosing the strategy that maximises our

expected utility given these preferences. This process takes place in economic time,

typically on a daily basis. In social time our empathetic preferences may shift to adapt to

new situations and reestablish a new stable and efficient empathetic equilibrium. This



Workshop Report: Mark Sanders on Ken Binmore 21

social evolution is sometimes fast, sometimes slow but usually operates in a matter of

months or years rather than generations or days. Finally our personal preferences may

change over time as our biological evolution proceeds. These adjustments reestablishes

evolutionary equilibrium after changes have occurred in our biological environment.

From empathising we construct social conventions (such as driving to the right) to

co-ordinate on an (efficient) equilibrium quickly. In more intricate games we refer to

fairness unaware of the fact that an empathy equilibrium also supports that convention.

We are confronted with such hard realities only when our conventions fail to co-ordinate

us on an equilibrium. This calls for social evolution to reach a new empathetic equilibrium.

Intruder Alert

Now we have a framework that explains the evolution of different sets of fairness norms in

different societies we can proceed to analyse what happens if immigrants come to their new

countries. As was argued above social evolution is required to change ones empathetic

preferences and this is exactly what integration is about. Having similar standards of inter-

personal comparison is the key to functioning properly in one’s society and feeling happy

about it too. To come back to the prehistoric hunter gatherers, in those times things were

simple. You either adapt to the leader or the group makes you an outcast, reducing your

chances of survival to zero. That is unless the intruder somehow has sufficient bargaining

(muscle) power in the original position to force his standards on the group. The scarce

evidence from isolated small hunter gatherer societies today suggests that these

mechanisms are very powerful indeed. 

In our modern day societies, however, many social contracts seem to operate

alongside and on top of each other and friction is the obvious result. When new immigrants

arrive they usually build up a social network among themselves and those who went before

them, based on the social values and norms they had in their cultures of origin. This is

logical and understandable since it is much easier to coordinate on equilibria in a sub-

group that shares their standards of interpersonal comparison. The risk of costly mistakes
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is a lot lower. The need to adapt and subscribe to a whole new social contract is thus

limited. Italian, Irish, Hispanic and Chinese immigrants for example set up elaborate sub-

cultures in the United States. These sub-cultures operate within the American society on

their own sets of norms and values and only adapt what is essential for functioning in the

new environment when it becomes essential.  
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Coming from the maffia dominated island of Sicily it is therefore no surprise that the

Cosa Nostra set up shop in the US as well. The specifics of the arrangement were

determined locally. Mafia organisations set up liquor smuggling, illegal gambling and

prostitution in the American urban environment whereas they were involved in different

activities in Sicily. The basic structure of the contract and the underlying standards of inter-

personal comparison remained, however, unchanged. The authority of the head of the

family was accepted and violent oppression of the weak by the strong a “legitimate” means

of doing business. It is very difficult to judge the fairness of their way of life using

Binmore’s theory. They would judge their own social contract unfair if they had my

standards of inter-personal comparison but by the same token I would deem it fair if I had

theirs. 

As was argued above, this calls for a power struggle in the original position to resolve

the differences and come to a mutual agreement. Understanding the source of the problem

would not withhold many from strongly condemning their social contract as morally

inferior and imposing their own standards through judicial and other means at their

disposal and similarly the maffia resists these standards and tries to impose its on the rest

of society by intimidation, corruption and the like. 

This example also clearly illustrates that the indigenous people have all the reasons

in the world to be worried when groups of immigrants come in. these sometimes pose a

threat to the established way of life and these deviating standards of comparison may cause

costly power struggles and result in inefficient strategies being played. Especially when sub-

groups form it is unlikely that integration of these groups will leave their standards of

comparison and way of life unaffected. In the previous example the power struggle is clear

and most of us would have no problem choosing sides since most Dutch share the value

that the weak are entitled to better treatment. Sometimes, however, the implications of

Binmore’s positive theory go beyond the obvious and may even contradict our gut feelings

about morality. 

This brings me to the case at hand. On Tuesday, December 7  a 17 year old pupil atth

De Leijgraaf, a school in Veghel, Noord-Brabant, walked into the classroom and fired a gun
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ten times, injuring 4 of his class mates and the teacher. The boy surrendered to the police

and justified his actions by saying he was defending the family honour. The following days

several headings in the paper illustrate the debate that his actions provoked. On

Wednesday the 8  the headlines are objective in nature: “Five People wounded in Shoot-th

Out in School” and “Violence in Schools underestimated for a Long Time”. Then first

reactions came the next day: “Turks see Revenge as Justifiable Violence” and “Target of

Shootout had been Threatened Before”. After some reflection on Friday it read: “In the

Netherlands Violence is a Crime” and “Revenge of Family Honour must be Punished under

Dutch Law”. 

These headings show very clearly what went on in the minds of the people. First they

took notice, then they tried to understand using additional information and finally they

passed moral judgement after careful deliberation and came to the conclusion that such

behaviour is not tolerable under the Dutch social contract. It is clear, however, that people

recognise the importance of the Turkish social contract as an explanation for this boy’s

actions. It turned out that the target of the shoot-out had been involved in a love affair with

the perpetrators sister in spite of her family’s disapproval. Under the Turkish social

contract this diminishes the worthiness of the (male) members of the family and even

though Ali D. seemed to be well integrated in Dutch society he felt the urge or could be

convinced to shoot the person responsible for this. The victim, also Turkish, and the

Turkish community in the Netherlands claim to be shocked but insiders admit the violence

does not surprise them. 

Under the Turkish social contract, someone infringing upon one’s honour is worthy

of being violently straightened out by the person suffering the dishonour. According to a

Turkish criminologist the majority of Turks living in he Netherlands would agree that

violence to defend family-honour is not only justified but a duty to be carried out.

According to him Turkish law allows judges to pass mild judgement on those defending

their honour with violence and the custom is deeply rooted in Turkish tradition. The

incident is distressing not only because of the victims and the associations with recent

developments in the US. The fact that a Turkish boy, born and raised in the Netherlands,

working at McDonald’s, playing centerfield in Veghel’s soccer team, maintaining good
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relationships both in and beyond the local Turkish community, doing well at school, in

short being the ideal integrated immigrant, still goes against the Dutch social contract when

it comes to matters totally unimportant to the indigenous population. 
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We could also examine the position of the victim more closely. He was Turkish as

well and hence can be expected to be at least aware of this aspect of the Turkish social

contract. Living in the Netherlands, however, and being aware of the indigenous customs,

may have led him to underestimate the threat of violent repercussions. The social contract

works in Turkey because the social contract there justifies the use of violence and therefore

makes the threat credible. Therefore the need to actually use violence is less likely to occur

since it is an effective deterrent. In the Netherlands the credibility is reduced making

violence more likely to occur. Binmore’s theory thus allows us understand the event and

this is an essential first step. However, what remains is: “How should we, the Dutch,

respond?”. 

Playing with the New Kids on the Block

If our goal is to maintain our current Dutch social contract we have to eradicate the Turkish

custom by punishing the perpetrator and hoping that will make him a loser not to be

replicated both within and outside the Turkish community. From the headlines above, it

seems this is exactly what will happen and there is little or no support for the position held

by some that judges should take this boys cultural background into consideration. 

Dutch judges, ironically, are instructed under our social contract to do exactly that.

A judge will take all relevant issues into consideration and pressure from parents or social

peer groups is usually taken into consideration in the Dutch legal system. If we would allow

our judges to do so in this case, we allow this feature of the Turkish social contract to

survive and possibly overtake our own conventions on the issue.  If it does, one could say

“so what?”. Than family honour will be an issue worth killing and dying for for all of us in

the long run. This would make the threat of violence credible and reduce the probability

anyone will actually have to play the “shoot him” strategy. In Binmore’s theory this is not

bad or good, it is a fact.

But if we do not want our society to evolve in that direction, and we don’t under our

current standards of fairness, we should use every means available to convert the Turkish

community to our standards of inter-personal comparison on this issue. A judge or for that
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matter any Dutch citizens will realise the danger of allowing this to become a precedent by

showing leniency. The key issue is, does this custom replicate and eventually overtake our

current conventions. In this case we should convince them that family honour is worthless

and worthiness does not depend on the extent to which the males in a family control the

females. 

Taken to the extreme this implies zero-tolerance for non-conformist behaviour and

we would have to resist even the most innocent Turkish customs that reinforce the

traditional Turkish role model for the family. Since we are the dominant cultural force in

the Netherlands we have the power to impose our standards on minorities to quite some

extent. Hence allowing Turkish women to wear traditional head covers at public schools

or work would be out of the question. There are examples abound where use of our power

is proposed by both left and right wing oriented people. Left wing feminists oppose

tolerance for the dress code for Muslim women as they deem it oppressive and right wing

politicians propose obligatory integration classes for new immigrants.

Fortunately in this case the custom is not very likely to replicate in our society and

less drastic measures are required. The boy’s parents apparently put pressure on him but

it is unlikely that he will pass the idea of family honour on to his children to the same

extent his father did. Mixed marriage, frequent interaction with Dutch mainstream culture

and the gradual fading of parental influence as adolescents mature will probably be

sufficient to eradicate this convention in the long run. The boy’s punishment under Dutch

law and the debate his actions provoked in the media will hopefully communicate to the

Turkish community that this behaviour makes one a criminal, not an example. 

I say fortunately because my (Dutch) standards of inter-personal comparison make

me deem the proposed measures above unfair. Taking Binmore’s theory to the extreme

consequences of his reasoning and confusing his answers to the question “what is

fairness?” with “what is fair?” caused most of the problems we discussed during lunch and

over dinner. In Binmore’s theory the social contract is void of moral content and no

contract can be judged better than the next provided both are evolutionary stable and

efficient. All problems we call moral dilemma’s in modern society thus boil down to

differences in standards of comparison and though Binmore’s theory helps us understand
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this, it is of no use in reconciling the dilemma’s. Convergence of standards of comparison

will eventually lead to the successful integration of minorities and in the long run we will

all deem our social contract fair, whereas only bargaining power determines how it looks.

The suggestion that all available power should therefore be used to force immigrants to

accept our social contract is the only policy prescription one can formulate, if one accepts

the preservation of the current social contract as the goal. Binmore would probably reply

it is useless to formulate such a policy because the nature of power makes that it will even

if another policy wee formulated. It seems there is no Right or Wrong. If we have the power,

we can impose our standards. If not, we cannot, and morality always justifies our actions,

not because we do what is defined as Right or Good but because we define right and good

by what we Do. Appeals to Fairness, Universal Rights and the Divine Good are no more and

no less than rhetoric in our bargain behind the thin veil of ignorance.
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