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Course outline  

This course explores the problematic relationship between culture and cognition, the various 
models that try to grasp them together and areas of study that reveal their mutual relations. 
Despite the fact that the histories of both disciplines attempted to separate mind from culture, 
there has been a growing recognition on both sides that human cognition cannot be studied 
independently of the cultural context in which it develops, and that cultural knowledge and 
practices cannot be studied without reference to the cognitive organisation and development of 
individual minds. Successful attempts to translate this into interdisciplinary research programs 
are yet to get traction in both disciplines but a few areas of research show great promise. 

The course is structured around four thematic sections, each developing over three sessions: 

1. Enculturated minds: Does culture frame how we think? To what extent? 
2. Cultural transmission: How do ideas and practices spread in a community so as to form 

a cultural phenomenon? 
3. Cognition outside of the mind: can the ideas and analyses of cognitive science be 

applied to explain cultural practices and social organisation more broadly? 
4. Morality: we explore cross-disciplinary approaches to morality, trust and cooperation, 

essential dimensions of human sociality and culture. 

 
Learning outcomes 

By the end of the course students will: a) have advanced knowledge of several theories and 
research programs that attempt to elucidate the relation between cognition and culture  b) 
develop an understanding of the particularities of anthropological and psychological approaches 
and their potential convergences in empirical research c) be able to analyze socio-cultural 
phenomena by drawing on cross-disciplinary methodologies c) develop an interdisciplinary 
perspective on the foundations of human sociality and culture. 



Course structure and assessment 

The course has a seminar format, starting with an introductory lecture that sets the ground for 
the following sessions. Each session includes at least one mandatory reading and several 
references for further reading. Each student will have to send in 2-3 short, relevant responses to 
readings during this course (submitted on the e- learning site by Wednesday ). The final grade 
is based on class participation (20%), written responses (30%) and a final essay or research 
paper of max. 3000 words (50%). 

 
Part 1. Enculturated minds 
 
Week 1. Introduction 
 
In this session, we will give a historical overview of the relations between the studies of human 
culture and human cognition. We will especially focus on the models of the human mind used in 
the social sciences and the nature/culture divide 

Assignment: 

Please think about how to characterise ‘cognition’ and ‘culture’ in ways that enable integrated 
research. 

Readings: 

Bloch, Maurice. 1990. Language, Anthropology and Cognitive Science. Man (N.S.) 26:183-198. 

Further readings: 

Bloch, Maurice. 2012. Why anthropologists cannot avoid cognitive issues. In Anthropology and 
the cognitive challenge. Pp. 1-13. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press. 

Tooby, John, and Leda Cosmides. 1992. The psychological foundations of culture. In The 
Adapted Mind: Evolutionary Psychology and the Generation of Culture edited by L. C. J. 
Barkow, J. Tooby Oxford University Press. 

 
 
Week 2.  Cultural variations in cognition 
 
To what extent does enculturation shape how we think? In this session, we will review some 
studies that show that what varies across cultures is not just beliefs, values or preferences, but 
also the way people think. 
 
 



Readings: 

Strauss C. and N Quinn. 1997. Chapter 6. Metaphors for  marriage and what they do. A 
Cognitive Theory of Cultural Meaning, 140-160. 

Further readings: 

Nisbett, R.E., Peng, K., Choi, I. and Norenzayan, A., 2001. Culture and systems of thought: 
holistic versus analytic cognition. Psychological review, 108(2), p.291. 

Boroditsky, L., 2001. Does language shape thought?: Mandarin and English speakers' 
conceptions of time. Cognitive psychology, 43(1), pp.1-22. 

Boroditsky’s TED talk. https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=RKK7wGAYP6k 

 
 
Week 3. Innate vs. acquired: how deep does culture go?  
 
We will look at how the innate/acquired distinction plays out for one specific cognitive capacity, 
viz. Theory of Mind (aka Mind-reading and naive psychology). 

Readings 

Astuti, R. 2015. Implicit and Explicit Theory of Mind. Anthropology of this century, May 2015. 
http://aotcpress.com/articles/implicit-explicit-theory-mind/ 

Further readings: 

Heyes, Cecilia M. 2018. Chapter 7. Cognitive Gadgets : The Cultural Evolution of Thinking. 
Cambridge, Massachusetts: The Belknap Press of Harvard University Press.  

Keane, Webb 81. 2008. "Others, Other Minds, and Others' Theories of Other Minds: An 
Afterword on the Psychology and Politics of Opacity Claims.". Anthropological Quarterly 81 
(2):473-482. 

 
Part 2: Cultural transmission  
 
Week 4. The nature of cultural beliefs  
 
Some beliefs seem to be especially cultural: they are held by most members of a community but 
differ across communities. Religious beliefs are cases in point. Why are these beliefs so 
successful within their community? 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=RKK7wGAYP6k
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=RKK7wGAYP6k
http://aotcpress.com/articles/implicit-explicit-theory-mind/


Readings: 

Sperber, D. 1985. Apparently irrational beliefs. In On anthropological knowledge : three essays. 
Cambridge ; New York: Cambridge University Press. 

Further readings: 

Astuti, R. & Bloch, M. 2013. Are Ancestors Dead? . In: Boddy J. & Lambek, M. (eds.) companion 
to the anthropology of religion. Chichester: Wiley Blackwell pp. 103-117. 

Boyer, Pascal. 2000. Functional Origins of Religious Concepts: Ontological and Strategic 
Selection in Evolved Minds. The Journal of the Royal Anthropological Institute 6 (2):195-214. 

Sperber, D. 1997. Intuitive and Reflective Beliefs. Mind & Language, 12, 67-83. 

 

Week 5. Cultural epidemiology and other models  

During this session, we will review models of cultural evolution and evaluate their psychological 
assumptions. 

Readings: 

Sperber, Dan. 1985. Anthropology and Psychology: Towards an Epidemiology of 
Representations. Man 20 (1):73-89. 
http://www.dan.sperber.fr/wp-content/uploads/1985_anthropology-and-psychology.pdf 

Further readings 

Heintz, C., 2017. Cultural attraction theory. The International Encyclopedia of Anthropology, 
pp.1-10. http://christophe.heintz.free.fr/papers/Heintz2017-preprint-CulturalAttractionTheory.pdf  

Morin, O., 2016. How traditions live and die. Oxford University Press. Chapter 3. The limits of 
compulsive imitation.  87-121. 

Heintz, C. and Claidière, N., 2015. Current Darwinism in social science. In Handbook of 
Evolutionary Thinking in the Sciences (pp. 781-807). Springer, Dordrecht. 
http://christophe.heintz.free.fr/papers/Heintz-Claidire-2014-Darwinism.pdf 
 
 
 
 

https://ceulearning.ceu.edu/course/view.php?id=10578&section=5
http://www.dan.sperber.fr/wp-content/uploads/1985_anthropology-and-psychology.pdf
http://christophe.heintz.free.fr/papers/Heintz2017-preprint-CulturalAttractionTheory.pdf
http://christophe.heintz.free.fr/papers/Heintz-Claidire-2014-Darwinism.pdf


Week 6. Pedagogy and ostensive communication  
 
During this session, we will investigate how ostensive communication works and contribute to 
spreading some beliefs. We will focus on two ethnographic examples  opacity and secrecy. 
 
Readings: 
 
Umbres, R. Cargo cults. Irrational Imitation? Conference paper 
 
Naumescu, V. Why mysteries are good messengers.  
 
Further readings: 
 
Gergely, G., and G. Csibra. 2006. "Sylvia's recipe: The role of imitation and pedagogy in the 
transmission of human culture. " in Roots of Human Sociality: Culture, Cognition, and Human 
Interaction. Edited by N. J. Enfield and S. C. Levinson, pp. 229-255: Oxford: Berg Publishers. 
  
Bloch, Maurice. 2005. On Deference. In Essays on cultural transmission. Oxford; New York: 
Berg. 
  
Opacity Tasting (A discussion) 
  
The ICCI.org debate on doubt and belief: 
 Maurice Bloch on 'Doubting among the Zafimaniry', 
Dan Sperber on 'Believing Maurice Bloch on doubting, doubting him on believing', Gyorgy 
Gergely on 'Opacity Tasting with Dan and Maurice'. 
Dan Sperber ‘A Reply to Gyorgy’ 
  
 
 
Part 3: Cognition outside of the mind 
 
 
Week 7. Situated and embodied cognition 
  
The turn to practice and embodiment had a big impact in anthropology and sociology. Similarly, 
the study of interactions between processes of perception, action and thinking as they unfold in 
particular social environments led to a reconsideration of cognition beyond the mentalist, 
representational view. By combining a focus on the body and contextual interactions with 
questions about cognitive mechanisms, the new approaches promise a meaningful 
interdisciplinary pursuit. 
  

https://ceulearning.ceu.edu/pluginfile.php/157177/course/section/62484/Bloch_%20On%20Deference.pdf
https://ceulearning.ceu.edu/pluginfile.php/157177/course/section/62484/Bloch_%20On%20Deference.pdf
http://www.cognitionandculture.net/home/blog/24-maurices-blog/647-doubting-among-the-zafimaniry
http://www.cognitionandculture.net/home/blog/9-dan/653-believing-maurice-bloch-on-doubting-doubting-him-on-believing
http://www.cognitionandculture.net/home/blog/46-gyoergys-blog/670-opacity-tasting-with-dan-and-maurice
http://www.moodle.org/0.17321214846471678


Marchand, T. H. J. 2010. Embodied cognition and communication: studies with British fine 
woodworkers. JRAI (N.S.), 16, S100–S120. 
 
Further 
 
Downey, Greg. 2010. "‘Practice without theory’: a neuroanthropological perspective on 
embodied learning." Journal of the Royal Anthropological Institute 16:S22-S40. doi: 
10.1111/j.1467-9655.2010.01608.x 
 
Lave, Jean, and Etienne Wenger. 1991. Situated learning : legitimate peripheral participation, 
Learning in doing. Cambridge [England] ; New York: Cambridge University Press. 
 
Naumescu, Vlad, and Natalie Sebanz. 2018. Embodied Cognition. In International Encyclopedia 
of Anthropology, edited by H. Callan: Wiley-Blackwell. 
 
Clark, Andy. 2008. Supersizing the mind: Embodiment, action, and cognitive extension. New 
York : Oxford University Press. 
 
 

Week 8. Distributed cognition 

Cognition is often organised in systems that include 'cognitive tools' and several individuals. We 
will analyse some of these systems. 

Readings: 

Hutchins, E., 1995. Chapter 9. Cognition in the Wild (No. 1995). MIT press. pp. 353--75 

To go further: 

Lave, J., 1988. Chapter 5. Cognition in practice: Mind, mathematics and culture in everyday life. 
Cambridge University Press. pp. 97-123. 
 
 

Week 9. Distributing cognition 

In this session, we will reflect on the social and psychological process at work in constituting 
systems of distributed cognition. It will be the occasion to: 

1. go back to the human mind as holding and producing representations that construct and 
maintain distributed cognitive system 



2. rethink functionalism in the social sciences as explaining social institutions 

Readings: 

Heintz, C., 2007. Institutions as mechanisms of cultural evolution: Prospects of the 
epidemiological approach. Biological Theory, 2(3), pp.244-249. 

Heintz, C., 2011. Les fondements psychiques et sociaux de la cognition distribuée. In Clément, 
F. and Kaufmann, L. (eds), La sociologie cognitive. Paris, La maison des sciences de l'homme, 
pp.277-298. 
 
 
Part 4: Morality, trust and cooperation  
 
 
Week 10. Morality between moral norms and moral judgments 
 
How do moral beliefs  influence prosocial behavior in specific cultural contexts? To what extent 
are moral beliefs culturally shaped and to what extent are they constrained by psychological 
factors? 
 
Briggs, Jean L., 1998. Inuit morality play : the emotional education of a three-year-old, Social 
and economic studies ; no. 62. New Haven, Conn. ; London: Yale University Press. Pp.  
 
 
Week 11. Trust, mistrust and fairness 
 
Trust  strongly depends on the social institutions in which interactions occur. When and why do 
people believe that others will act in a fair way towards them? How does cultural context 
modulate 
trust? 
 
 
Week 12. Cooperation  
 
Cooperation  involves both prosocial behavior and trust. How do they combine? Why does the 
level of cooperation vary across task domain and cultures? 
 
tbc 


