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Nomic and Anomic in the Economic Behaviour 

Emil Dinga 

Abstract 

The paper aims to examine the way and the degree in which the economic (general) behaviour is or is 
not compliant with the norms concerned. To this end, the economic behaviour is discussed from the 
perspective of either verifying the norms or breaking them, that is, from the perspective of the nomic 
economic behaviour vs. the anomic economic behaviour. The methodology used is the logical, 
epistemological and normative analysis, and the main result is that the economic behaviour must be 
considered as subjecting to norms but also be the subject of anomic factors. This result could be of 
importance for the public policies aimed to norm the economic behaviour according to some societal 
purposes. 
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1. Introduction 

The economic (more general, the social) behaviour is conditioned and mostly caused by norms. A 
norm is a rule of behaviour, no matter who is its issuer. So, there are formal or informal norms, 
exogenous or endogenous norms, etc. The norms are not instructions, because an instruction comes 
into force only if some an action (which is „instructed”) is intended, whilst a norm is compulsory 
without the condition of intended action which is the object of that norm. In fact, no social action 
could be understood and explained if the norms conducting that action are ignored. The current 
developments in the evolutionary economics as well as in the evolutionary sociology are funded just 
on the social structures, as are called the institutional structures of the society from which the norms 
constitute the most relevant such institutions. The norm not only conditions the human action, but 
generally it is the very cause of the action. For example, the action to fiscally evade is causally 
generated by an unacceptable size of the tax rate on the income or profit (see here the famous Laffer 
curve). We can name the economic action based (including the causation) on norms as being nomic 
action, while that action which are not based on norms as being anomic action. Of course, no action is 
completely nomic or anomic, but however it can be classified from such a perspective based on the 
dominance (or strong dominance) of the nomic or anomic determinants of the action concerned. 
Another criterion in such a typology could be based on a hierarchy of the determinants in conducting 
a given action, so the type of action – nomic or anomic – being provided by the leading determinant in 
case. The paper will examine a number of problems which arise from the point of view of the cause, 
structure and finality of the economic (or, social) action, in the light of the concept of norm. The 
concept which will dominate the approach is that of the teleology – that is, the concept of the 
normativity of any human action (individual or collective or communitarian). In fact, the paper tries to 
identify, based on some criteria, the degree of normativity of the general economic/social action. In 
this context a threshold should be identified, described and, maybe, measured in a way, so it can be 
decided about the nomical or anomical character of a given economic/social action. In the approach 
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some possible, but not actual actions, or maybe anticipated for the future, will be considered from 
theoretical needs, in order to complete the analysis intended.  

2. Normativity inherence in the economic behaviour 

Since the economic (or social) action are goal-based, either at individual or communitarian level, any 
such action is driven in a normatively way. By normativity must be understood a property of the 
economic action consisting in at least the followings: a) the fundamental cause of the economic action 
is the final cause (i.e. the goal); b) the final cause engages the other three types of causes (material, 
formal, and effective), but, in relation with the final causes, the other three causes play as means. The 
question regarding the normative character of the goal is, still, a controversial issue. Let’s us examine 
a little bit the matter. 

(a) establishing of a goal can be, of course, either an internal act, based on the free will (no 
matter within of whose rationality model), or an external one, imposed by the state, or by 
the community inside which the designed individual is socially immersed. However, no 
matter the origin of the goal, once it is established, it becomes mandatory to be achieved. 
The fact of relatively rigidity of the externally establishing goal compared to the internally 
established one is of no relevance here, because any change of a goal simply establishes 
another goal, so the new case does not logically differ from the previous; 

(b) however, if we look to the consequence of the non-achieving the goal, the things seem be 
different. In the case of the internally established goal, the sanction could doesn’t exist or, 
at most, consists in a personal discontent, while in the case of the externally established 
goal, the sanction could take forms with more serious consequences for the individual 
which was non-achieving that goal. 

Whatever the case, the goal introduces a logically necessary inherence of the normativity in the 
economic action. As mentioned above, the normativity take both the form of goal and of the means 
to achieve the goal. The normative means to achieve a goal could be of various species: 1) rules1; 2) 
instructions; 3) common laws. In fact, any economic action is generally penetrated2 by norms, either 
of target nature or of means one. What remains non-normed constitutes the free will space of the 
individual engaged in that economic action, which allows the innovation, the contingency and other 
local and punctual free improvements in the process of achieving the goal. Figure 1 suggests these 
considerations in a synoptic way. 
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Figure 1. Norms, free will, goal, and means in the economic action 

 

                                                             
1 Including laws (either natural, or positive). 
2 By the extent that the praxeology (which include the science development as well as the management development) 
improves itself, the proportion of the normativity of the economic action increases. 
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3. Nomic-based behaviour 

By nomic behaviour must be understood that behaviour that is completely grounded by norms. Of 
course, we speak about praxiological norms, that is, about norms which address the praxiological 
possible3 (or the actional possible3). Figure 2 indicates the area of praxiological norms of interest in 
the economic behaviour. 
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Figure 2. The referential (space of significance) of the norm 

So, the space of normativity regarding the economic action is called the praxiologically contingent 
states, which contains: a) deontically impossible states; b) deontically possible states, with two 
categories of norms: b.1) obligations; b.2) permissions.  

The economic behaviour is of two fundamental type: 1) competitive behaviour, implying the economic 
„fight” against the other economic actors, for resources, markets and so on; 2) cooperation 
behaviour, implying the economic „symbiosis” among economic actors, in getting the own or the 
common target4. In the nomic behaviour both the competitive and the cooperation behaviour are 
normed. The necessity of norming comes both from the economic ideology, i.e. economic rationality-
based model5, and from the previous free behaviour which suggests new spaces of normativity. In 
fact, the second source of norming acts as a feed-back regarding the first one6.  

So, the nomic-based behaviour can be presumed having a great degree of predictability, to the extent 
that in the norms structure there are the types, sometimes the size, and the timing of the behaviour 
involved. So, based on the hypothesis the individual which is the recipient of the norms complies with 
those norms (rules), we can say much enough about the general behaviour in case. However, if the 
recipient of the norms choose do not comply with the norm, such a predictability strongly decreases. 
As the free will can be defined as that potential of an individual to oppose to the norms7, we obtain 
that the predictability on the nomic behaviour is increased by the conformation of the behaviour to 

                                                             
3 In this syntagm, the word „possible” is noun, not adjective.  
4 Of course, the real life  
5 For example: the libertarianism, the collectivism (including Marxism, socialism), the anarchism, etc. 
6 It is said the violation of a rule is, generally, a sign of the inappropriateness of that rule. 
7 In this case we convoke the positive norms only. To be mentioned that the natural laws or regularities cannot be at all 
the subject of non-complying with them, because they are necessary, while the positive norms (or social laws) are 
contingent. So, in other words, the free will means the opposition to the contingent. 
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the norms stipulations, while it is decreased by the free will manifested in relation to those norms. 
We conclude that the final result of norming is difficult to be estimated with too much accuracy, 
especially when does not exist an archive of the previous actual behaviour, i.e. of that behaviour 
which combined the compliance with the free will. 

4. Anomic-based behaviour 

We can ask: really the free will-based behaviour, as defined above, should be considered as an 
anomic behaviour? The answer is not easy to be issued.  

Firstly, we’ll define the anomy in the society. The anomy cannot be defined in general, because no 
society is lack of norms. In fact, we only can refer to the degrees of anomy by two perspectives: a) the 
completeness of norms system at the societal level8; b) the sectoral differences in the society from 
the point of view of the norming degree. So, to declare a society as a whole, or some societal sectors 
as anomic can be get only from a relative point of view, namely as degree of effective normativity. In 
this case, we need a criterion (for example, a threshold of the normative state, under which would be 
legitimate to talk about anomy). But how could we evaluate such a threshold? Our opinion is such a 
question cannot be theoretically solved, but empirically only, that is, by observing the actual 
behaviour of individuals (or social groups), then by comparing that behaviour with the normative 
netting, and, finally, by drawing a conclusion about the state of the current normativity. Regarding the 
threshold above which or under which the current normativity is estimated, we believe it has not an 
objective status, but a subjective one. More precise, this threshold should be viewed as an 
expectation, of course at the societal level. Such a social expectation could be, for example, stipulated 
also in a macro-norm9. Figure 3 suggests the main conclusions about the generation of the anomic 
behaviour. 
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Figure 3. Norms, lack of norms, and free will in the social structures (on the social markets) 

According to figure 3, the anomy, that is, the anomic behaviour, can arise through four channels: 

a. lack of normativity: those social areas marked with „no social markets” refers to those 
social activities which are outside of behavioural norms – for example the prostitution; 

                                                             
8 For example, in the economic field, we have some research (awarded with the Nobel Prize) regarding the incompleteness 
of the markets. Probably, would be of highly interest to examine the normative incompleteness in the social field, or in 
social particular sectors. 
9 The issue of macro-norm constitutes a problem in itself, but it will be not approached in this study. 
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b. free will: the red circles inside the social markets, no matter such social markets are 
normed or are not normed, indicate the possibility that the free will works; 

c. social markets which are not normed: indicate the constituted social markets which are 
either entirely or partially non-normed – for example the labour market, where the 
underground economy is working; 

d. lack of normative communication among the social markets, no matter they are normed 
or are not normed: it is possible that some social markets do not communicate 
normatively with other social markets, so arising a kind of incompleteness of general 
normativity. The incompleteness of general normativity is compatible with the complete 
normativity of any social markets, but it is generated by the obstacles in their 
communication among the social markets. This lockouts among the social markets, that is, 
inside the social network, reduce the effectiveness of the normativity at the societal level. 

So, the society functions both as nomical and anomical, with differences of presence as well as of 
intensities of the normative grid. The social world is actually functioning based on a nomic-anomic mix 
of social regulation/deregulation. 

5. Real behaviour: Nomic-anomic mix of behaviour 

It’s time to ask the question: is it really a good thing to norm all the social inter-actions? Before to 
analyse this question, it must be answered another one: is it possible to norm all the social inter-
actions? For the last question the answer is undoubtedly negative, because the law (or the norm seen 
in its generality) must regulate only the common and general behaviour, else it would be a very 
privilege10. Since the social inter-actions are subject of individual (or of groups) creativity and 
spontaneity, the law/norm not only shouldn’t, but even couldn’t regulate such myriads and 
unpredictable actions (both acts and abstentions). So, the impossibility to entirely norm the society 
seems be clear. What now about the desirability of such an entireness? We believe is not a good affair 
to norm, or even to try to norm all, or as much, of the social inter-connections. The justification of 
such an assertion is based on the individual liberty. The individual liberty is a value prior of any other 
values in the society, so its preservation constitutes a macro-norm, no matter it is codified or not11. As 
consequence, it should be exclusively normed those social inter-actions which have the potential 
(empirically or logical identified or presumed) to limit the individual liberty. We repeat: it should be 
normed only the social inter-actions which, by their objectification, could negatively affect the 
individual liberty. Such a reason leaves, of course, room for the free will to be manifested in the social 
inter-actions. So, in the society as a whole, there will always be a functional mix between norm and 
free will, that is, between nomic and anomic behaviour. 

6. About violating and bypassing of the norm 

In the end of our paper, we’ll discuss two possible empirical behaviour related to norm: a) the norm 
violating; b) the norm bypassing.  

 

 

 

                                                             
10 The issue of the privilege is related to the issue of individual norm (or rule, or law) which will be not approached here. 
11 For example, such a macro-norm is, usually, codified in the Constitutional law.  
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(a) the norm violating 

By the norm violating it must be understood that behaviour which is contradictory12 with the 
behaviour prescribed by the norm related to. To be observed this means an opposition to a norm, 
that is to a positive law, so we encounter here the very definition of the free will. So, the violating of 
the norm is a species of the free will. But what about the anomical feature of the violating of the 
norm? We think we have here a certain complication of the issue: it seems there are two kinds of the 
free will: 1) free will when does not exist norms (for example, the „no social markets” in figure 3), and 
b) free will when does exist norms, but they are violated. But, in which case we have an anomical 
behaviour? Our position is the following: there is anomical behaviour when both the lack of norm and 
the free will working are simultaneously met. As logical consequence, when there is norm, but it is 
violated, the individual in case simply acts based on a sui generis norm, namely based on the norm 
which is the negation of the socially instituted norm. So, we think in such a case we cannot talk about 
an anomical behaviour, but still on a nomical one, but based on a negated norm. However, a question 
still arises now: as the negated norm of a socially instituted norm is „enacted” by the individual, how 
this „enacting” is possible? It seems appear again the free will, since, in fact, no free will is free of 
normativity, but it is subjected to its own norm. On the other hand, we can have a kind of free will 
based on the own norm of the individual but which is enacted without negating a socially instituted 
norm, or we can have another kind of free will when the own norm of the individual is enacted 
through negating a socially instituted norm. Our discussion here addresses the second case. 
Consequently, we think the violating of the norm should be considered as a perverse nomic behaviour, 
not an anomical one. 

(b) the norm bypassing 

The case of bypassing the norm exposes a little difference compared with the case of violating the 
norm. This difference consists in the following: the individual behaviour is still based on an own norm 
enacted by that individual, but, this time, the enacted norm does not violate a socially instituted 
norm. The own norm is not anymore contradictory with the socially instituted norm, but is only in a 
contrariety13 opposition to it. In contrast to the case (a) above, we think have here a case of anomic 
behaviour. How such? Because, when the individual decides to ignore the socially instituted norm and 
to act according to its own norm, which are not related logically to the socially instituted norm, the 
individual in case acts as if that ignored norm does not actually exist. So, from the logical point of 
view, we are now in one of the situations discussed at the previous point (a) above, that is, we should 
talk about an anomical behaviour. 

Based on the above considerations, figure 4 visualises the mains results. 
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12 Be contradictory here means simply be not in line with. 
13 From the logical point of view, two enunciations which are in a contradictory relation cannot be simultaneously true, 
whilst two enunciations which are in a contrariety relation can be simultaneously either true or false. 
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Figure 4. Nomic and anomic behaviour in violating and bypassing norm cases 
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