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In order to understand how human collective action is motivated, coordinated, governed and evolved an original 
framework of biocultural power is proposed. Biocultural power is the language enabled human capacity to produce, 
reproduce and evolve the cultural representations and institutional rules that constitute and regulate the capacity to 
choose to do things together that could not be done alone. 

This paper proposes that biocultural power involves interactions between a range of interdependent and 
interpenetrating components that can be grouped into five broad categories: human actors and their attributes 
practices and outcomes; material conditions and artefacts; collective action configurations; institutional rules; 
cultural representations. As with other animals interaction among humans produces collective action configurations 
and game equilibria. Perhaps unique to human beings interaction produces first, joint intentionality and second, and 
decisively, collective intentionality and cultural representations (Tomasello, 2014).

As argued by Searle (1995; 2010), with supporting empirical evidence from Tomasello, the constitutive and 
regulative rules of language are the foundational institution of the human species. Institutions are evolving systems 
of established rules that enable and constrain human life, e.g., language and marriage.

The meaning of language is created meaning is constituted through the collective intentionality and cultural 
representations of human beings and enables the creation of new institutions. For example, the institution of 
marriage is constituted via language, initially sanctioning a relationship interactive practices between a woman 
and a man, governed by community laws. And laws are constituted by collective intentionality and associated 
cultural representations. Changes in cultural representations about the meaning of marriage have resulted in 
changes in institutional rules constituting and regulating marriage in some polities, enabling the preferences and 
interactive practices of two adults of the same gender to be accorded the status of marriage. Thus, the proposed 
framework supports conceptualisation of institutions as constitutive and as regulative rules, and goes beyond 
Hindricks and (2015) conceptualisation of institutions as rules-in-equilibrium.

Abstract
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Ongoing Research Interest since 1972
1972: What citizen based governance principles & 
practices are appropriate for harnessing the 
economic power of corporations?
2008 (Gomez & Korine): which is grounded in sovereign 
rights to possess, use & dispose of property.

Research Focus since 2012
How is the collective action of the group living 
individuals of the human species motivated, 
coordinated, governed and evolved?
And what are the implications for quality of life, 
competitive productivity, sustainable ecosystems, 
and adaptive innovation?

Institutional  Rules  &  Biocultural  Power
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Hinde & the prospects for Biocultural Science
Regularities of Observable Things (game theory) & of Social 
Representations (Moscovici): behaviour & social cognition
Game theory requires a [cognitive] theory of preference 
formation (Hausman + Searle)
Tomasello (+ Searle) & some foundations for Biocultural 
Science: collective intentionality
The Structure of Biocultural Power a general framework 
for Biocultural Science

Five categories of interdependent components
Collective mental phenomena (Searle) & behavioural 
regularities (Hindriks & Guala)
Application to governance (Lukes & Dahl)

Agenda
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Hausman, 2012, Preference, Value, Choice, and Welfare

after preferences over 

undeveloped theory of preference formation that economists need 
[in order to be able] to define what games people are playing and to 

Searle, 2001, Rationality in Action
-ordered preference 

-ordered set of preferences is 
typically the result of successful deliberation, and not its 
precondition. Which do I prefer, to be in Berkeley or Paris? Well, I 

-31.

Game  Theory  &  Desire  &  Belief  Based  
Preferences
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Tomasello, 2014

Monitor own 
decision making 
process

Regulate own actions 
from perspective of a 
specific cooperative 
partner
Monitor own & second 
personal decision 
making process

Regulate own actions 
from perspective of a 
generalised other

Normative self
governance

From  biological  to  biocultural  action
Human  thinking   preference  formation  -­ is  for  cooperative  action
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The  structure  of  biocultural  power
Mostly  subjective  ontology;;  &  objective  epistemology
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The  structure  of  biocultural  power

INSTITUTIONAL RULES
Collective systems of  normative 

standards & rules
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Attributes: e.g., knowledge, skills, 
abilities; motivation & personality; 

material, individual, relational, 
collective, worldview identity 

orientations; preferences.
Practices: e.g., actions, habits, 

routines.
Outcomes: e.g., individual & 

collective; intended, unintended.
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constitutive rules Searle, 2010

X, land, counts as Y, property in C, this jurisdiction
Property constituted by collective intentionality

[regulative] rules that people are 
Guala, 2016

i) Base rule: If X, land north of the river is Y, Nuer 
property*; and, ii) Status rule: if Y, the land is Nuer 
property* then, Z, the Nuer graze it. Guala, pp64-65

Rule in equilibrium constituted by behavioural regularity
How did the Nuer and the Dinka accept/agree/recognise it 
is Nuer property?

The concept of property is a collective mental phenomenon 
which is declared to be an institutional fact, not a 
behavioural correlated regularity represented as a rule in 
equilibrium 15



The  structure  of  biocultural  power:  Lukes  &  Dahl
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