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Paths Towards a Naturalistic Approach of Culture

Fabrice Clément& Laurence Kaufmarm

Culture: (a) the integrated pattern of human knowl-
edge, belief, and behavior that depends upon man's
capacity for learning and transmitting knowledge to
succeeding generations; (b) the customary beliefs,
social forms, and material traits of a racial, reli
gious, or social group

Merriam-Webster's Collegiate Dictionary

INTRODUCTION*

For a long time, social and cognitive scientistéofeed their own course,
not really wondering what their academic neighbwese working on. The
origin of this mutual indifference has been weitllaut by Dilthey’s distinc-
tion between theNaturwissenschafter(natural sciences) built upon the
discoveries  of  explanatory  physical mechanisms, anthe
Geisteswissenschaft¢oultural sciences) driven by the hermeneutic campr
hension of sociohistorical phenomena (Dilthey, 1888velange, 1998). This
division of scientific labor is still apparent withthe disciplinary organization
of the academic world, with every sub-disciplineiggling to reach one of the
essential aims of science: the cumulative growtlkrafwledge. Incompatible
paradigms thus tend to develop in parallel thein dheories and evidence,
judging other approaches or related fields as baipgori irrelevant. Most of
the time, this theoretical and methodological inpatibility results from con-
flicting anthropological views, which tend to go@ifn one extreme to the other:
the human mind is either seen as a “blank slatelded by the boundless
force of contingent historical cultural systemsahich it is immersed, or, on
the contrary, as a set of universal, prewired tidslithat allows it to make
sense of its environment, mostly all by itself ¢&in 2002).

Recently, new insights into this everlasting opposihave been given by
some neurobiologists, philosophers and psychokgiai them, pitting nature
against culture as two opposite forces betweeniwiiznan species are tossed
back and forth, escaping from biology to be be#rslaved by culture and
conversely, is pointless (Dennett, 2003; Lenclug)3 Valsiner, this issue).
To them, nature and culture are not necessarilgrgely proportional; on the
contrary, the human mind is believed to be “predier the cultural learning
and knowledge acquisition that will eventually allit to escape from a strict
genetic determinism (Tomasello & Rakocszy, thisésaVilson, 2005).
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In spite of some profound divergences, all the rhoations gathered in this
issue ofintellecticashare the idea that the study of culture cannwirig the
fact that nature plays an important role in theeliggment of culture. Of
course, the different papers expect various degreésrmonization between
the laws, theories and methods of the natural seeand those of the social
sciences. For some, naturalism is essentially tethadological reminder of
the importance, for social scientists, to adopblservational, ethological-like
stance, which is appropriate to the public, obyectand external ontology of
the objects of their inquiry. For others, naturalis an exclusive ontological
commitment to the reduction of immaterial phenomeagonly to natural but
also to physical facts, which are ultimately detieled by the causal laws of
matter. But all contributors, whether sociologigthilosophers, anthropolo-
gists, or psychologists, tend to accept that nhsanaraises issues that can be
relevant, in one way or another, to the socialrsxg@s. Admittedly, accepting a
dialogue with naturalism is not sufficient to dissothe long-lasting episte-
mological and ontological gap between the hardsafidsciences, and between
nature and culture. But it at least permits usethink seriously the mediations,
either individual or collective, which are suscbfito bridging the gap
between the external, causal connections proptiretavorld of things and the
internal, intentional relations proper to the unseeof meanings.

Interestingly, an important part of these bridgekimg mediations can be
gathered under the overall term adgnition whose actual sense looks more
and more “social scientist-compatible”. In cogretiscience, indeed, the study
of cognition is no longer monopolized by the fuanalist model of artificial
intelligence (Lasségue & Visetti, 2002). For a Idimge, indeed, mainstream
cognitive science has entertained an artificial ehodf a “culture-proof”
cognition, driven by mechanisms impervious to aalturaming or supra-
individual categorization. Most cognitive sciergistere focused on individual
low-level information processing or/and high-leysychological representa-
tions. Invariant cognitive commonalities were hetdisally responsible for the
dissemination of certain “informational” represditas that, once largely
spread throughout a given population, were saidegerve the status of cul-
tural representations. More recently, this kindapproach has been called into
guestion by numerous cognitivists drawing inspinatifrom developmental
psychology, Gestalt psychology, and social psyaioks well as from anthro-
pology, cognitive sociology, and ethology. Many wihgists are indeed
rediscovering, notably through comparative expeniale research such as
Nisbett's one (Nisbett, 2003; Nisbett & Masudastlisue), that basic cogni-
tive processes might be culture-dependent. Thewlarecalling into question
the assumption of the human Cartesian mind, whigvagiled in artificial
intelligence as well as in developmental psycholdgyact, rather than seeing
the neonate as engaged in protoscientific actsviie.g., seeking, testing,
hypothesizing, remembering) and constructing hikesrtheory of others from
a “spectatorial” point of view, recent findings pay cognition from the phe-
nomenological, insider’s point of view (Hutto, 2Q0@allagher, 2006). Instead
of referring to the processing of remote, estrangjgidcts of observation and
prediction, cognition tends to be defined as anaaidal practice of attunement
to socially significant others. Even in the neuresces, social cognition, that
is, the recognition and prediction of others’ bebes; is said to be more a
matter of infraconscious anticipation and situagetion parsing than a matter
of computation of information (Frith & Wolpert, 28 This view of cognition
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as embodied practice paves the way for a reconakgation of social cogni-
tion as being non-mentalistic and of natural irtias being fundamentally
social.

Insofar as recent approachestmnitionencompass all the processes, such
as categorization, memory, and attention, througlkchvsociety and/or shared
culture enter the mind, it has become difficult foe social sciences to main-
tain their indifference to, if not their contemptr f cognition studies. It is all
the more difficult as the focus on the cognitiveqadures that allow social
agents to build and maintain a sense of surrounplingical or cultural struc-
tures does not necessarily imply ttegluction of cultural facts to mental or
“cerebral” facts. The study of the cognitive equgnrnthat enables agents to
sustain social and cultural facts pleads in itseither for epistemological
reductionism (e.g., the methods of justificatiord @&xplanation proper to the
natural sciences have absolute priority over tloidgbe social sciences) nor for
ontological reductionism (e.g., the only thingsttheally exist are the most
primitive constituents in the universe, namely ptgisparticles and forces).
The study of cognition consists in making explitie assumptions about
cognitive processes that underlie the prevailingregches in social science,
whether it be the model of strategic, consciousragpecific to methodological
individualism and games theory, the model of uncms “patient” proper to
structuralism and holism, or the model of pragmatients proper to symbolic
interactionism. Interestingly, these controversissumptions, while metatheo-
retical to social scientists, are keenly empirfoam the standpoint of cognitive
psychology, which could assess their consistendly thie results of empirical
research on cognition (di Maggio, 1997).

In fact, the reassessments of the traditional %topn”, “culture-shapes-
mind” approach and of the “bottom-up”, “mind-shapeture” approach of
cognition and culture lead to the same questiom hoe we to describe the
complex interrelations between mental and cultpratesses? This question,
which is at the center of this volume loftellectica has been handled quite
differently according to the disciplines, paradigamsl cultural backgrounds of
the contributors. Although a distinction betweerpttbm-up” versus “top-
down” tendencies still underlies the different sesin presence, it does so in
a much more subtle way than in the past. Most asithe drawn to the idea of
“naturalism”, at least in the weak sense of thentehat is, the will to use the
concepts and methods that are compatible withnbtinecessarily reducible
to, those of the natural sciences. Every contriibutian be thus seen as a dif-
ferent way to connect biological, psychologicakiaband cultural dimensions
within an ontologically coherent framework. Thatfy, in this introduction,
our objective is to weave the different contribndogether into a broad out-
line of some of the possible connections betweelturall and cognitive
processes. Of course, such a large-scale cartogda@s not claim to do jus-
tice to the complexity and density of the differpapers. Neither does it claim
to cover all the attempts to explore the link betwesognition and culture;
actually, most of the contributions are underpinbgda more or less explicit
Neo-Darwinian conception of evolution, notably potward by evolutionary
psychologists and cognitive anthropologists, in alihhatural selection and
adaptedness play a key role (on the different theaf evolution, see Mayr,
2002; Guillo, 2007). Important criticisms, for iaste by Gould & Lewontin
(1979), have been raised against this conceptimyesting that there are other
motors of evolutionary change besides selectionraptbductive success. By
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calling into question the assumed neo-darwiniakslinetween the concepts of
fitness, adaptation and natural selection, thesg peevalent conceptions of
evolution could certainly shed a different light tre relationships between
cognition and culture. It just goes to show th# tlolume does not pretend to
be exhaustive but only gives a glimpse at the ptsgiaths for naturalizing

culture.

CULTURE ASEMERGING FROM EVOLVED PSYCHOLOGIES

Naturalism can be defined as a theoretical appredatse objective is to
only recruit in its explanations the concepts aridgiples that are compatible
with those of the natural sciences (Proust, 1988\t beyond this overall
ambition, naturalist approaches vary significatlytheir apprehension of the
ontology of socio-cultural entities.

A reductionist stance was favored, until recently, by most néiira
ventures into the social sciences; its tendencyoisadopt an ontological
naturalism that refuses to recognize as ontoldgiealceptable the presumably
disembodied, abstract, if not ghostly, status oticultural entities.
Ontological reductionismassumes that the only things that really exist are
basic natural elements. In its radical version,abgumption that the world is
of a piece leads to physicalism and thereby to rd kof ontological
reductionism: the most primitive constituents ie tmiverse, namely physical
particles and forces, determine all the propeiethings, social phenomena
included. Such reductionism assumes material iyjeb&tween the empirical
referents of neurological and mental states, ortaheand social phenomena,
and hence their strict correspondence in the worttependently of any
observer's perspective (Collin, 1997, p. 230-238)the same way that the
extension of the concept of water is said to beieoally replaceable with its
molecular formula KO, the extension of mental states, whether consaiou
not, is said to be replaceable with their neuraabsubstrate at each stage of
their development (Searle, 1983). Ontological réidassm generally comes
with epistemological reductionismit is based on the principle that all
phenomena can and must be explained in terms ofahatauses and laws or
biological processes of perception and action. fgtrepistemological reduc-
tionism gives absolute priority to the methods udtification and explanation
proper to the natural sciences, that is, the apgpezduses, and postulates that a
suitable analysis of a given concept must be antertalfacts susceptible to
empirical inquiry.

In most of their reductionist versions, ontologiaall epistemological natu-
ralism are hence physicaliahd mentalist: they admit the existence of mental
representations that future bridge laws will hopigfioe able to relate, one fine
day, to their neural substraterom a materialistic point of view, as Dan
Sperber put it, there are only “mental represematiwhich are born, live, and
die within individuals skulls, and public repressigns which are plain mate-
rial phenomena — sound waves, light patterns, -etit] the environment of
individuals ” (Sperber, 1990, p. 28). From thisgperctive, the study of culture
comes down to the understanding of the way spepsigchological mecha-
nisms favor the diffusion of representations withigiven population — the so-
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<:a||e<§2 “epidemiology of representations” (Sperd&x96; Boyer, 2001; Atran,
2002j.

One of the latest manifestations of this resolutetjuctionist perspective is
evolutionary psychology. The premises are stragghthrd: the forces of evo-
lution, and in particular the process of selectiarg not exerted only on our
bodies. As Jesse Bering (2006, p. 142) put it, twibear the thumbprint of
evolution as well.” The mind of a given organismstj like its physiology, is
genetically adapted to its ancestral environmemcesdomain-specific infor-
mation processing is believed to be more adaptiam tgeneral, all-purpose
information processing, evolved minds are definesl a collection of
specialized mechanisms (Cosmides & Tooby, 1994)thAdse basic mecha-
nisms would have thus been “designed” by naturéctien to solve the
specific problems raised by the regularities of phgsical, chemical, ecologi-
cal, informational, and social environments encertet by the ancestors of a
species during the course of its evolution (Toobg€d&smides, 1990).

Since genetic evolution is extremely slow, it has kept pace with the so-
cial and environmental changes that have charaetéthe story of humanity.
The basic design features of the human mind haskved in adapting to a life
in which prehistoric hunter-gatherers related te another face-to-face within
small-scale cooperative bands (Dunbar et al., 1988refore, the “solutions”
that human psychology has evolved to survive inpiagt might be ill-adapted
to the complex conditions of contemporary socigynier, 1997; Wilson,
2006). Within this framework, culture refers leestie social transmission of
information than to what Tooby & Cosmides (1992) ¢avoked culture”:
“Evoked culture” emerges from the encounter of tivéversal, cognitive
equipment, which enabled human beings to adapt hiir tancestral
environment, with the local, complex conditionglué actual environment they
are immersed in. In other words, culture is saidefer, at least partly, to the
behavioral and ideational similarities within greup similarities that result
from the convergence of the responses of panhumsychplogical
mechanisms to the same local context (Fessler 200@) approach proper to
evolutionary psychology is therefore an individsdi approach: collective
phenomena are the more or less permanent resulte aognitive processes
taking place at the individual level. Human cultiseconsidered to be “the
aggregate output of evolved psychologies operatingoncert with regular
variance in socio-ecologies” (Bering & Schakelfo207). However, starting
from evolved psychologies does not mean that aiiideprived of a genuine
weight on the shaping of the mind. In fact, for iicson and Boyd (2004),
cultural adaptation can become a biological adaptathanks to a “gene-
culture coevolution”, an evolutionary modificatiam one species inducing an
evolutionary change in another. For instance, thraplex cultural adaptation
of dairying traditions constituted a new culturalyolved environment that
increased the relative fitness of the gene thableravhole-milk consumption
by adults. As that gene spread, it in turn may t&hanged the environment by
shaping cultural food practices that favor more Milk consumption (e.g.,

2 However, Sperber and Hirschfeld (2004, p. 45) ntigespecified their position: “We agree with
standard social science that culture is not hunsyehmlogy writ large and that it would make little
sense to seek a psychological reductionist exgtamatf culture”. Their position is therefore better
described as methodological reductionismhan an ontological one.
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ice-cream, cheese) (Richerson & Boyd, 2004, p..10®)er studies show that
the domestication or “enculturation” of dogs, whi might have started,
depending on the account, around either 135,0021@00 years ago, induced
a genetic adaptation to human environment. Givenstirvival advantages of
human companionship, dogs became predisposed to Eanmunicative

signals, to obey rules and to constrain fear awgesgiveness (Soproni, 2001).

As interesting as this approach might be, it rag@®us issues even for a
naturalistic point of view. These issues can beusspd into two broad catego-
ries. On one side, the reductionist, evolutionaigwtends to neglect an
essential part of culture, namelgmmunicatedepresentations. As Tomasello
and Rakoczy put it (this issue, p. 27), “langagssnbolic mathematics and
complex social institutions are not individual imens arising out of humans’
extraordinary individual brainpower”. On the oth&de, strong reductionist
positions like evolutionary psychology tend to ddes each individual as an
isolated, autonomous “mental world” with sporadiontacts with the
“outside”, that is, the cultural environment. Ofucse, this position has already
been criticized in the past but contemporary reteas are adding new
empirical and theorical elements against this “nadmhagist” perspective.

CULTURE ASEMERGING FROM COMPLEX COMMUNICATIVE AND

COGNITIVE PROCESSES

Even if we take for granted, for the sake of thguawent, that mental repre-
sentations belong to the physical realm and theasttucture of evolved brains
are similar enough to produce universal resporsesrtain kinds of environ-
mental stimuli, this would only attach significant® a limited number of
cultural phenomena (“evoked culture”). Even fronbialogical perspective,
culture involves information that is transmittedraiigh nongenetic means
among group members (Boesch & Tomasello, 1998)¥-dssler put it (2006),
our ability to survive as a species is primarilyedo our capacity to acquire,
share, elaborate, and employ socially transmittégimation. Now, from the
angle of the learning and communicating procesgewliich agents start at
birth to assemble and reshape transmitted meandaudfsire is no longer, as
Robertson (1996) wittily put it, “a geriatric phenenon”: far from being the
prerogative of the resolved mind of experiencednipanale, adults, culture is
also graspable in the tentative imaginings of ysuthho work at identifying
what information is conveyed “for” them to be séilsaly acquired.

TOMASELLO AND RAKOCZY’s opening paper starts from this very observa-
tion. Without the informative input of others, & very likely that humans
would not differ very much from other great apeshat/primarily character-
izes homo sapiends, therefore, the capacity to create and shatwiral
activities and products. A major issue is thusdentify which of the child’s
cognitive capacities are necessary to take advarmhthe surrounding culture.
Tomasello and Rakoczy summarize the main achievisntliesit enable children
to become cultural animals. Firstly, an importasiyghological revolution
occurs at approximately 9-12 months of age: ratatiiqps become triadic since
they involve (1) the infant, (2) the adult, and (B objects/events in the
world. Infants begin to look where adults are logk{“gaze following”), keep
a close watch on adults’ emotional expressiony&tuate an unknown stimu-
lus (“social referencing”), and act on objectshie same way adults are acting
on them (“imitative learning”). Later, the ability focus attention on particular



Paths Towards a Naturalistic Approach of Culture 13

objects becomes particularly important for the &sitian of linguistic sym-
bols. Thanks to this joint attention, indeed, sauridecome vehicles for
meanings because they “count as” something elsallfdhe participants in a
common activity. Technically, it means that mutcamprehension is possible
only if the interlocutors refer to the same “infentl” object: their thought
must be “about” the same object. Finally, at abbdt years of age, children
discover that other agents can entertain mentaéseptations about the world
that differ from their own. The comprehension o tidistance” between what
is in the mind and what is in the world is the keynore abstract parts of cul-
ture. Actually, humans can share intentional olkje¢htit have no perceptual
counterparts and think of worlds which exist omthie imagination but can be
vivid enough to be seen as real.

Tomasello’'s and Rakoczy's paper constitutes a sthtt description of
the cognitive abilites humans mobilize to acquire ¢ultural representations of
their society. From a naturalistic point of viewgwever, this developmental
perspective does not yet explain how representatiisseminate and stabilize
themselves in a population. That is precisely thm af memetics which
attempts to adopt an evolutionary perspective dr@uiwithout reducing it to
psychology. As Dominique @LLO points out, memeticians refuse to assimi-
late culture to the mental furnishing of the psyog@al realm; on the
contrary, they assume that cultural representativ& an ontology of their
own. Drawing inspiration from the preliminary rerkarof the biologist
Richard Dawkins (1976), memeticians think of cudtuentities on the model of
genes (Dennett, 1990; Blackmore, 1999). Like genesmnes are replicators,
i.e. units of information producing exact copies tbEmselves through a
process of cultural transmission that uses the nahteesources provided by
their environment. Subject to the same processeplication, variation and
selection as genes, the content of the memes eyagedoes their respective
frequency in populations. The evolution of memedesoupled from the evo-
lution of the organisms and the genes that sugi@m, and hence constitutes
an autonomous level of selection. Like selfish gerikeey furiously compete
for the occupation of niches, in this case our mirftom a memetic perspec-
tive, therefore, culture is not something ideatlavaabstract; it is “a concrete
collection of units of information that exist inettheads of different members
of a given society or social group, and which havegenetic basis” (Guillo, p.
53).

Memetics is an original, exciting model but it isoplematic in several
respects. As Guillo illustrates in great detail,nme¢icians fail to fulfill an ele-
mentary naturalist commitment: that of specifyihg hature of memes. In fact,
memes are neither behaviors, nor artefacts, noefeebr neural networks
because those are only individual phenotypes, beffotypes”, that is, the
expressions of memes (Auger, 2000). A meme desigrthe set of abstract
informational properties that underlies its variousanifestations or
occurrences. In other words, memes are “semantitd whose causal powers
remain mysterious. Moreover, the copy-like modeuwftural transmission that
allegedly allows memes to “jump” from one head otaer is based on a con-
ception of imitation that has been strongly critéed by anthropologists and
psychologists. Imitation is a transmission prodéss involves an intense, and
largely unconscious, cognitive activity from thece@er so that no contents
can be passed on without changes (Sperber & Wik@86; Sperber, 2000).
Developmental psychologists have recently dematestrthat children do far
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more than passively copy perceived behaviors; timerpret actions and
attribute goals in such a way that their imitat@an substantially differ from
the initial behavior they have observed (Gergelyalk 2002; Gergely &
Csibra, 2003; Meltzoff, 1995).

As a result, not only does memetics leave the ogyobf memes vague and
unsolved but it postulates a transparent, direalenof transmission that is
highly questionable. Although memetics can be usafid open new areas of
guestioning culture, its scientific imports fromoligy remain, from a
naturalist point of view, largely metaphorical. &ivthis flaw, it seems more
reasonable to study empirically how different elateeof cultural systems are
transmitted. In particular, an important issueasstudy how concretely chil-
dren assimilate the cultural representations, aed ¢he less concrete entities,
which are disseminated by the more experienced raestdd their group. This
is precisely the task that ARRIS, ABARBANELL, PASQUINI AND DUKE
undertake in their paper. During the last few yeBel Harris has revisited a
conception largely shared by developmental psydiisti® by insisting on the
fact that children learn about reality not onlyaihgh first hand observation of
concrete, tangible materials, but also from oth&sstimony about events or
entities that they cannot observe for themselvearr(s] 2002; Koenig &
Harris, 2005; Harris & Koenig, 2006; Clément and a003). In their contri-
bution, Harris et al. report that even young cleifd(4-5 years old) manage to
distinguish different kinds of testimony-based,tardl representations. They
are able to discriminate the ontological statuthode kinds of invisible entities
that can be contemplated only via the imaginatisoientific beings”, that is,
normally invisible entities or substances establislby experimentation or
inference (e.g. germs and oxygen), “endorsed beimdgsse existence is
endorsed by most adults when they speak to youiidreh (e.g. God and
Santa Claus) and “equivocal beings” whose existé&noet routinely endorsed
in discourse with children (e.g. monsters and gf)odDespite considering
scientific and endorsed entities as more “realhthgquivocal beings, children
show themselves to be more confident with theirological judgment on
scientific entities than endorsed beings. How didmm make such subtle
distinctions?

Two main options seem possible. The first optiobased on the patterns of
testimony: children might hear adults around thesitiag skepticism about
the existence of special beings, which is not tasecfor scientific entities,
which are rarely open to doubt. The second optiothat children might be
attentive to the causal properties of the diffemmtities they are told about and
might conclude, from their own experience, knowkdmd inferences, that
special beings have extraordinary causal powersdisoriminate between
those two options, Harris et al. planned to study transmission of cultural
representations in traditional communities, whesdielis in special beings
routinely suffuse everyday life but are rarely subject of either overt state-
ments of doubt or explicit avowal of faith. A prainary study among children
of the Tseltal-speaking Mayan community of Tenejéaxico) shows a pat-
tern of results very similar to the pattern obtdime North-America: children
claim that endorsed beings exist, but with lesdidence than for real entities,
and they express more confidence in the existehseientific entities than in
that of endorsed beings. Those cross-cultural tesnight indicate that chil-
dren in all cultures have a fairly strong ontol@gimtuition that anomalous or
supernatural beings are different from, and lesslibte than, ordinary or
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scientific beings. The assimilation of culture midfus be filtered by different
ontological assumptions in such a way that consdn®stimony on well-
endorsed entities would not be sufficient to makideen blindly believe in
them. For Harris et al., it remains to be seen,éeh@n, whether the results from
Tenejapa children were due to their natural clesdiedness or to their expo-
sure, through modern informational sources suchiad# or television, to
contradictory large-scale information about locadigdorsed entities. If this
second hypothesis is true, children who grow upsoiated communities
should find the beliefs of their community whollgrovincing and inescapable.

The approaches briefly summarized above have thenéabe of giving a
better account of how collective cultural produttiat preexist individuals’
existence are psychologically “accommodated”. A ©@mn assumption,
however, underlies the account of culture as coniratiie system of
knowledge transfer: this is that mind and culture mutually “external”, like
two separate entities that coexist without merdoggether. To become mental
representations, cultural representations haveéo speak, “to get across” the
individual epistemic frontier. This ontological ditvis called into question by
the contributors who insist on the practical waat ttulture bearers incorporate
cultural forms and contents.

CULTURE ASPRACTICESEMBEDDED IN A FORM OF LIFE

The naturalist paradigm, even when it is appliedh® human world, is
obviously influenced by the way in which “naturgdistry to make sense of the
behavior of non-human species. From an evolutiopaigt of view, animals
tend to be seen as sophisticated computationalimextvhose reactions to the
environment have been adjusted by eons of seledtiais context, commu-
nication processes fit into a utilitarian schemeahanged signals are used by
animals to obtain a certain advantage over conipetit

Véronique &RVAIS's contribution sheds a critical light on this pdigan.
As a cognitive ethologist well aware of the riskasithropomorphism, she is
careful not to apply to animals’ exchange signhés ¢onceptual tools drawn
from the human sciences. Because of this ill-carsid conceptual import,
indeed, researchers in animal cognition have imgptse model of information
transmission upon animal communication. This thigcak twist, once inte-
grated into an evolutionary Machiavellian paradidpax] serious consequences:
communication was seen as a means of manipulatireg Since the signaler
can conceal its “true” motivation or intention, theceiver has to develop
counterstrategies to avoid being exploited. Thdystf animal communication
has thus taken the form of a cost-benefit analysis assumes complex and
intentional decisional processes in communicatongids. To Servais, this
conception is misleading because it is based omraap model of animal
communication; in fact, this latter is less a nratteinformation transmission
than a means of establishing relationships. “Bysireg only on the informa-
tional side, the transmission model of communicatfyecluded overtures
towards the relational dimensions of communicatiaand a relational point of
view” (Servais, this volume, p. 92). Birdsongs, &ample, can be described
as action by which the signaler negotiates itstteyr boundaries, signaling its
readiness to interact aggressively, or indecisisenéds Horn (1997) put it,
“the song it sings replaces physical interactioNat only are animals like
birds able to detect the relationships in whichytlage engaged with their
conspecifics, but they can also “decide” to expmassetain a call depending
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on the context. The signals regulating relationstae not simply bound to a
series of causal reactions: “the communication ggeds seen as the “decision”
of a brain to send or retain a signal, accordinthéorational assessment of the
social situation” (Servais, this volume, p. 94).isTktill-mysterious decision
process is therefore based on (1) the nature obdl@l relationship that it
“seen” or perceived by the animals, leading toedédht expectancies and frus-
trations; and (2) the types of emotion that comespto the different relations
in which the animals are engaged. From this pets@eocommunication is
less a transfer of information than a way by wtsome relational regularity is
brought into social life.

If the mind is already so closely intertwined wifte situation it has to cope
with in the animal realm, one can expect that sogdrtwining will be further
reinforced in the cultural situations proper to kiad. This is precisely what
Louis QUERE shows in his well-crafted discussion of the comceptrust.
Cognitive scientists tend to consider trust witaim“externalist” paradigm: in
developmental studies, for example, children’s slens to integrate commu-
nicated representations into their “stock” of bslieest on the trust they invest
in the source of testimony (Clément & al., 2004;eKig & Harris, 2005). A
similar twist is given in the attempts to “naturali trust in game theory and
research in neuroscience: here, trust is descidisedn ephemeral event-like
state-change operation, whose biochemical tracéeifrain or the body can
be measured by empirical techniques. For Quénéoudh the natural origin,
either ontogenetic or phylogenetic, of culturalfmative phenomenon such as
trust might be accounted for by a “soft naturalisetilture is not reducible to
natural, material facts. This naturalistic reducfiby assuming that trust is a
material process, makes two category mistakes. @@nhand, it forgets that
trust is not a mental, internal episode of decisi@king, observable as such; it
is along-term processvhose temporal thickness belongs to the category of
dispositions, not events. On the other hand, tnast anormativedimension
that a physical description in terms of mechanisarmot account for; in fact,
it is within a normative shared context that thester can expect, and has the
right to claim, that the trustee will respect hisher commitment. Thus under-
pinned by mutual expectations, commitments andgahiins, the reality of
trust can only be caught through the filter of mienal language and cultural
form of life, “which permeates our experience, p@ton and understanding”
(Quéré, this volume). Ultimately, trust dependsles the trustworthiness of
others than on the reliability of the normal cous$ection that cultural norms,
incorporated in and enacted by common categorizatiand assumptions,
make possible (Quéré & Ogien, 2006).

In Quéré’s view, the cultural, normative shapingagghenomenon like trust
cannot be reduced to any material substrate siriseconstitutive of the phe-
nomenological and linguistiexperienceof agents. Trust is an integral part of a
practical, embodied “seeing as” that enables coemp@hembers to recognize a
relationship or a feeling as an occurrence of tlasthis framework culture, far
from being an abstract set of representations thiearetical mode of under-
standing, is embodied in public practices and bemkgd expectancies. In
other words, cultural phenomena are external tonti@iduals but internal to a
community of practice and language: it is primawyform of life, known,
experienced and felt “from within”.

While interestingly avoiding the theoretical hypephy of strategic
decision-making, this “proximal”, practical, and lemdied conception of cul-
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ture remains challenging for even a moderate niigtrapproach,. First, it
requires norms to be integrated, in one way ortarointo the natural world
(for an attempt, see Kaufmann & Clément, this vaurBecond, how human
bodies become the main substrate of a culture-b&muof life has still to be
laid out. Jordan IZATEV'’s contribution can be seen as an attempt to takihig
very challenge. In a naturalist move that ties epro-physiology with lan-
guage, Zlatev uses the recent discovery of mireurons to explain how
people are capable of attributing common meaniagelitrary sounds. From
an ontogenetic point of view, children must be ataefigure out what is
referred to by the emitted sounds. Grasping whattbrds are about is made
possible by the existence of pre-linguistic consdbat “carve” the reality in a
similar way for language teachers and learners.ofliog to Zlatev, this
commonality is based on the functioning of the triggelf: mirrors neurons
fire both when someone performs an action and vthey observe the same
action performed by someone else. This neuronabfrance”, enacted in the
“mimetic schemas” that Zlatev speaks of (e.g. gatorying, running, etc.),
might be the foundation for a basic, fundamentedrsubjectivity that guaran-
tees a common world of reference to human beingshis view, culture is
initially proximal: it is built upon a proto-cultal mechanism that weaves indi-
viduals and meanings together.

One of the main issues, then, is to determine hmximal culture can be,
that is, to what extent the different forms of lifege the cognitive apprehen-
sion of the world. While insisting on initial, postultural commonalities,
Zlatev does remark that mimetics schemas may be prdess culture-specific
(e.g. kissing). Do the various ways in which diéier cultures occupy and
make sense of the environment mark the cognitivenpetences or
performances of their members? This question haRictsard Nisbett's recent
research, the results of which have shaken thestsalist premises that prevail
in cognitive science. For a long time, Nisbett rethe&ssumed that inductive
and deductive inference, attention, memory, categion, and causal analysis
were the same for everyone in every culture. Thes until one of his doctoral
students, who was native of China, pointed out disaussion that there was a
major, inevitable difference between their waygaicessing information: the
professor was thinking along a line, the studentacocircle (Nisbett, 2003).
Puzzled, Nisbett designed numerous ingenious axpets to test the degree
of influence of culture on basic cognitive procasdehe results, summarized in
NISBETT AND MASUDA’s contribution, are stunning. The ways in whichsEa
Asian and Americans perceive the world diverge éme very important
respects. Because of these cultural “lenses”, av®mple scene of fish swim-
ming in an aquarium is perceived differently: wleer&Vesterners are inclined
to focus on the substantial, intrinsic propertiésthee fish themselves (e.qg.,
colour, shape, etc.), East Asians tend to pay taiterno the field and to the
relations between the fish and the field. Suched#fifices are also present in
logical abilities, with East Asians being more contdible with apparent con-
tradiction (dialectics) than Americans (logic). Bvehe way things are
categorized varies across eastern and westerrrewthile East Asians clas-
sify objects and events on the basis of relatigpsshind family resemblance,
Americans recruit rule-based category membershipceOput together, the
results of thisGeography of ThoughiNisbett, 2003) show that cognition is
much more pervaded by culture than most cognitivengists thought it to be.
Cultural expectations and categorizations, whicsteiothe “attentional bias”
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that Nisbett and Masuda’s work suggests, frameshage cognitive processes
in a largely non-conscious way.

Coming from such an important player in the cogeitfield, Nisbett's
findings are disturbing for everyone who had asshme&ertain commonality
between human minds, that was ensured by their @conavolutionary history.
Given the importance of culture in the shaping @inan perception and rea-
soning, even naturalists can wonder to what extbared biologies lead to
common cognitive processes. Rit&TI's paper dwells on precisely this
issue. Her approach is part of a recent effort nigdsome anthropologists to
“import” methodological tools from psychology toeih own fieldwork (Bloch,
2005; Astuti & al., 2004; Fessler, 2004). Astutigse study is extremely rele-
vant because the population she studied, the Viemn Madagascar, is well
known in the anthropological literature for beimgpiervious to the ontological
distinction between facts of biology and facts o€iality (Ingold, 1991). For
example, they do not make comments on the resen®lb@tween babies and
their birth parents. On the contrary, the Vezo séemttribute resemblance
between those who are related through social iontese, and not through con-
ception and birth. This conception is especiallgtutibing for those who
hypothesize a universal folkbiology system thatludes the “invariable
presumption that the various members of each gespsdcies share a unique
underlying nature, or biological essence” (Atra®94, p. 317). The idea
behind Astuti’s experiments is therefore to see hbg Vezo “stick” to the
knowledge they have elaborated through culturainiag when confronted
with experimental procedures that test their iidng about biological entities.
The test chosen is the “adoption task”, which wetsaily designed to explore
children’s understanding of the role played by argtand procreation in the
transmission of properties from parents to offgpr{®olomon & al., 1996).
Subjects, who are told a simple story about a tmim to one set of parents
and raised by another, must judge whether the adagtild will resemble the
birth parent in terms of bodily properties (e.@ying blond as opposed to dark
hair) or in terms of mental properties such aselelie.g., believing that
skunks can see in the dark as opposed to belighiBtgskunks cannot see in
the dark). If the cultural system of the Vezo peates and modifies their bio-
logical intuitions, they should respond that thegtdd child will resemble the
adoptive parents in terms of all or almost allttraBut this is not what the
results indicate. On the contrary, Vezo adults ifiierntiate between causal
mechanisms that concern generating children, andettihat concern with
nurturing them. Therefore, Vezo are far from betognitively submitted to
the explicit, public representations of their ctdtuThe Vezo's explicit allega-
tion about the prevalence of facts of sociality rofects of biology in the
domain of child rearing does not mean that theyabprocess the difference
between what is biologically and what is socialhherited. Rather, they
exhibit a cultural value that is socially relevamia collectivity in which chil-
dren are molded by a much larger network of refatithan the ones demar-
cated by their birth parents.

This fascinating study illustrates the complexifytioe fabric that weaves
cultural forms, cultural contents and cognitive qasses together. Different
degrees and modes of interaction between cultudeagnition seem possible.
From a “distal” standpoint, indeed, culture essaiytirefers to the public
representations, more or less explicitly commueidathat the members of a
given community have in common. To take up a ota$¢erm in psychology,
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culture is thought of as a “knowirthat”, a series of explicit representations
that are kept away from everyday knowledge and rexpee. The problem is
that such cognitive distance between cultural grE@tions and everyday life
is hardly compatible with the ontological commitrhe@md immoderate self-
implication that culture can trigger. By contrdsbm a “proximal” standpoint,
culture refers to the modes or habits of thinkihgtt“in-form” cognitive
processes; and is thought of, as such, as a “kmphdanv”. In this case, the
problem is that when taken to extremes, this “indimg”, proximal concep-
tion of culture, risks enclosing the different cuéis, and their members, in
separated and impervious worlds. As always, thdlesige is thus to find a
middle-way by understanding how those two dimersiohculture, proximal
and distal, practical and representational, cad tagether.

SOCIAL FORMS, CULTURAL REPRESENTATIONS AND ENCULTURED

PSYCHOLOGY

One important issue of this volume remains to batiaeed. If we want to
keep up with the naturalistic agenda it is impdrtEnhypothesize what the
natural origin of complex cultural phenomena coéd A promising line of
argument is that the missing link between natusatsf and cultural system
might be an important feature of human evolutiamalysociality.

Recently, it has been admitted that solving théleros induced by social
living was one of the most important constraintgtos evolution of the human
mind (Humphrey, 1976; Dunbar, 2001; 2003). One ¢ threfore hypothesize
that it is through sociality that the gap betweéghHevel, abstract cultural
institutions and more fundamental ways of livingydther can be bridged.
Lawrence HRSCHFELDS interesting paper on folk sociology builds up first
layer of this continuum. For him, all social aniséhce the enduring problem
of coordinating their behavior with that of the mmars of their own group, as
well as with the members of other social groupgn&es notably owe the
emergence of higher-order cognitive capacitiesh® ihcreasingly complex
forms of groups they are living in; whether humard anon-humans, they
belong to many social groupings based on territorira-group status, sex,
kinship and coalitions. Any of these memberships/igles a useful basis for
predicting and interpreting the behavior of oth@tsanks to membership cues,
social beings might indeed avoid the cost of uniptalle interactions with
strangers and ensure relatively low-cost coordmmativith relevant nearby
conspecifics. To Hirschfeld, social predictions dshaupon affiliations and
memberships “are sufficiently specific and complexuggest the possibility
of a special-purpose modular competence in naivefolik sociology”
(Hirschfeld, this volume, p. 194). This domain-dfiecompetence, which he
calls naive sociologyrefers to a set of modules which enables usdesore in
terms of groups and social categories like racedge kinship or social occu-
pations. The inputs of these modules are condiitiie whatever provides
evidence for group membership, for instance indialdbodily appearance,
behavior, language and so on. To Hirschfeld, caltoategorization might be
primarily a high-level elaboration of these membéarscues, such as cultural
gender dimorphism superimposed on natural sexuabmghism. Of course,
cultural derivations from basic-level membershipessment can become very
problematic when they lead to the segmentatiorhefhiuman world into dis-
crete racial, ethnic or gender populations (Hirstthf1996). It is all the more
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problematic that their “anchoring” in a social méticompetence makes them
particularly resistant to change. Such resistan@hange shows how cognitive
primitives, largely shared by humans and other aw@s, contribute to shaping
culture.

Bernard ©ONEIN also insists on the importance, for the sociatrsoes, of
studying the mode of constitution of social groagswell as the proto-social
mechanisms that allow evolved animals, whether muoranot, to recognize,
comprehend and monitor social relationships. Histridmution highlights an
important dichotomy between two currents of redeant social cognition. In
developmental psychology and philosophy, socialigsoare mostly seen as
the results of individuals’ mutual actions and teaxs. In this perspective,
groups are a matter of mental coordination and ugractions are accom-
plished by the careful alignment to the attentiosiates of others” (Conein,
this volume, p. 213). In behavioral ecology andoktfy, by contrast, social
groups are related to membership, dominance ai@dtafe behaviors. Within
this framework, groups refer to the enduring relzdi structures that put evo-
lutionary pressure on primate cognition, therelbadieg to the selection of
specific modules devoted to relations processing.Gonein, however, these
two perspectives are not mutually exclusive becahseexistence of groups
induces and requires two kinds of skills. Group rhera must possess cogni-
tive skills that enable them to assess and monélationships. This task is
performed by domain-specific devices that couldtmight together under the
aegis of what Hirschfeld calls naive sociology. BuConein, individuals must
also perform all kinds of activities that are dexbto establishing and main-
taining strong ties among partners. In other womsissial beings have to
regulate their mutual actions by taking into acacamd predicting whenever
possible the behavior of particular individualsaTts where the pivotal role of
the cognitive abilities necessary for gaze follagyiintention detection, and
joint attention come into the picture: they ard¢hat heart of the “social sense”
that Conein (2005) speaks of.

The idea that an essential part of social actwitiensists in detecting and
interpreting (largely non-consciously) social regitles is also the leading line
of the argument of KUFMANN and CLEMENT. This paper's ambition is to
organize the different levels of complexity of cull phenomena into a natu-
ralistic architecture that is as coherent as ptessithe basic building blocks of
this architecture are said to be social forms, prémitive actions (fighting,
sharing, exchanging, consoling, reconciliating) vasll as basic relational
“formats” (cooperation, domination, competitionhé main hypothesis is that
social forms, given their public, natural and unsa properties, are good can-
didates for bridging the ontological gap betweeturgaand culture. Culture
can, indeed, be seen as “high-level semantic eddéibarand redescription of
elementary social facts” (Kaufmann & Clément, thidume p. 226). One of
the main cognitive mechanisms necessary for cigatint grasping this high-
level cultural elaboration is analogy-making. Argaés allow human minds to
«draw» cultural forms from the world of nature heit physical or social, and
contribute therefore to the elaboration afsphere of collective experience
that is both cultural and intuitiveSince cultural analogies, Kaufmann &
Clément contend, derive from the preexistent nhaumd social saliences, they
tend to reinforce and perpetuate the socio-cultarder. In fact, analogical
mapping can be a very effective ideological devitat masks the arbitrary
origin of social hierarchy and inequality behind aleged law of nature. But
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analogy making can also be used as a weapon inoeegwy of “de-
naturalization” of the worldview by making an aftative model of society
look as, if not more, intuitive as the dominanttetal order. In this framework,
social forms and cultural constructs appear muokerlto nature than in other
approaches, for instance those which portray altas counterintuitive
representations or as an imaginative leap. Foumlltvariation does not
depend only on symbolic, arbitrary, and “distaléations; it also depends in
part on the uneven degree of attention grantedhéo socialand natural
affordances that carve social life. Selective ditento some social primitives
at the expense of others is said to be one of tksmof culture. From the
standpoint of cultural participant, at least, ctdtegomes mostly in the form of
attentional paths, which restrain implicitly thedividuals’ scope of possible
action, perception and representation.

The definition of culture as differential attentitm social saliencies blurs
the distinction between the “proximal” sense of turd-as-form and the
“distal” sense of culture-as-content. In fact, argt manifests itself both in the
cognitive and emotionalfilter that enables the mind to count certain
phenomena as worthy of attention and in tepresentationghat stand out
against a background that goes largely unnoticed. i®w do individuals
handle these complex cultural layers? This is pegithe issue that Jaan
VALSINER raises. To him, it is essential to highlight onelationary fact:
human creativity and flexibility. His idea is toviert the classical evolutionary
perspective: instead of characterizing evolution tlas selection of fixed
patterns of problem resolution (algorithms), hesitsson the constant creativity
that adaptation to the environment imposes on hanfeor him, it is the con-
tinual and non-systematic variation of themo sapiengcological niche that
triggered the evolution of cognition and culturairkn cognition had to adapt
to the “forward-oriented pre-adaptation effortstioé organism to live within
not-yet-known conditions” (Valsiner, this volume,259). Human psychology
is therefore characterized by flexibility and imaaion, which are necessary
for making predictions in a basically unforeseeabl@ld where meanings
have to be constantly elaborated. These imaginatipacities, coupled with
the need to control the environment, favored thergence of culture, which
can be defined as a “set of socially created acfesling and thinking tools”
(Valsiner, this volume, p. 258). Once stabilizedairpopulation, these tools
become part of the environment and trigger new itiwgradaptations. Culture
thus involves multi-layer processes “by nature’liune bearers are engaged in
the complex self-organization of a given “cultupalychological system” that
implements a hierarchy of “cultural organizers” iimra-personal, mental
domains as well as inter-personal domains. ForiMalsas long as organiza-
tional order is maintained, culture tends to fumttin a proximal way. But
when this order is shaken, for instance when ayamgedia is introduced to
an Orthodox Jewish family, the person enters ae stdt doubt and can
explicitly recruit other cultural resources in arde make sense of the new
situation. This “psychological distancing” from tiramediate social context
fosters meaning-making efforts and personal reflactHence, when viewed
from this angle, the interplay between distal anakjmnal dimensions of cul-
ture is not the matter of the observer but of tpen it is a phenomenological
experience that is rooted in the depths of ourraijolgical trajectories.

Given the importance of the capacities that enhblman beings to adjust
to the orderliness of the socio-cultural world, @lso and above all to its
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indeterminacy, the mainstream social scientistewiof culture bearers as
literally “mindless” can no longer hold. Researalograms focusing on the
capacities necessary for social and/or culturahats to cope with their mate-
rial and symbolic environment are needed; the drened, empirical
description of the cognitive workings of societydarulture can indeed help to
explain the ongoing cognitive, social and cultadéptness of humankind. It
can also help to explain the propensity of humandseto describe themselves
as beyond the reach of nature. That is this dist@ropensity that makes this
interdisciplinary issue dhtellecticaboth necessary and risky.
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