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information processing which, taken together with advances in evolutionary biology and
the neurosciences, opened up a new window on human psychology and its evolutionary
history.

A mass of scientific research now points to the naturalness of various features of human
thinking and behavior. To qualify as “natural,” such features must emerge in a similar
fashion in all normal human beings without the need for deliberate instruction or
training (barring pathology—itself often a valuable source of insight into natural cogni-
tion] (e.g., Farah and Wallace 1992, Hillis and Caramazza 1991). These aspects of human
nature shape and constrain sociocultural svstems even if, reciprocally, at least some of
those features may also be “tuned” by cultural environments (McCauley, 2011 ). Whereas
many social anthropologists today take it as self-evident, for instance, that any
psychological differences between imenn and women must be exclusively the effects of
varying sociocultural, political, or economic institutions, there is increasingly persuasive
scientific evidence that some of the contrasting tendencies we observe in male and female
psychology are partly rooted in biology {e.g., varying testosterone levels during fetal
brain development) (Baron-Cohen 2003). A key question for the anthropological study
of gender must now be both whether and how historically constituted sociocultural envi-
ronments impact the expression of these biologically based sex differences and vice-versa.
The nature of human minds is salient also for an understanding of ecenomic behavior,
political strategizing, and systems of kinship, marriage, and descent (to take some of
anthropology’s traditional heartland subject areas), as well as more fashionable areas of
research, such as the study of performance, art, and display or of materiality, discourse,
and embodiment,

sAlthough some anthropologists have finally begun to appreciate the need to integrate
their findings with those of neighboring human sciences, this remains largely a minority
concern. Pascal Boyer has recently argued cogently that anthropology has become preac-
cupied with the production of “salient connections,” at the expense of erudite scholarship
and the systematic testing of scientific theories (Boyer, this volume). What counts as an
authoritative body of work, or even an individual autho rity, 1s hotly contested by anthro-
pologists. There is no agreed method of assessing the relative worth of competing contri-
butions. There are no standard authoritative textbooks, Intellectual factions continually
®alesce around fashion-leaders and then disperse. The privileged mode of research dis-

Semination is the meandering monograph or reader rather than short and pithy articles.

And the argument of authority (despite the contested nature of that authority) rules
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purpose of scholarly enquiry, Unfortunately, we do not have to imagine it. That is exactly

the problem, or at least that has been the prob
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unexamined anthropological practice is (and probably has always

been) to talk aboyy
cultural traditions as at least implicitly analogous to biological species, especially v

hen
threatened with extinction. There are striking continuities for instance between the Ways
in which some anthropologists reason about the rights of small

their traditional beliefs and practices, and the way conservationists campaign for the pro-

tection of endangered species, Even though anthropologists h

-scale societies to Preserye

ave become increasing]y
sensitive to the contested nature of cultural traditions and their embedding in Wider

regional and global processes of economic expansionand political struggle, there reémaing

awidespread intuition that afl traditions should be respected and preserved, that there is

no moral high ground beyond the local cultural universe from which we can justly

and linguistic diversity comes
to be valued by more or less explicit comparison with the taxonomic richness and diver-
sity of the natural world,

impose refornt. From that relativistic perspective, cultural

Just as we are tempted to borrow from artifact cognition and intuitive biology whep
reasoning about complex sociocultural phenomena, we are no less inclined to draw on
our intuitive psychology for similar purposes. For instance, the so-called “culture and per-
sonality” school in American anthropology, inspired by the ideas of Franz Boas and
Sigmund Freud, was premised on the idea that variable child-rearing practices lead to the
predominance of certain personality types at a population level, allowing us to generalize
about tribes and nations rather as we might about the character of an old friend.” In
France, also, the tendency to anthropomorphize social groups and categories has been a
recurrent theme, featuring prominently for instance in the ideas of L'Année Sociologique
whose members talked freely and enthusiastically about such things as “collective
memory” (Halbwachs 1950) and “collective conscience” (Durkheim 1964). Some of these
ideas have enjoyed a renaissance in recent years—indeed, around the turn of the millen-
nium it was practically impossible to find a major conference in any of the arts, human-
ities, or social science disciplines that did not in some way emphasize the theme of
memory, and, in particular, its putatively collective or social character as understood by
social theorists.

The trouble with grounding our ideas about the sociocultural realm in intuitive thinking
borrowed from other domains is not merely that we discover these to be, inevitably, inad-
equate tools for the job. True, social and cultural institutions are not really artifacts with
functions, organisms with essences, or minds with collective personalities or memaries. If
that were the only problem, however, it would be relatively easy to surmount (in comparison
with the more intractable problem to which we presently turn). After all, mature sciences
are accustomed to explaining that our intuition
natural world or the mind

s—for instance about the cosmos or the

are only going to take us so far, and then we have to abandon
them. It is not that those intuitions then disappear. It may still seem to us that the sun
moves across the sky (rather than the Farth round the sun) or that some kind of inten-
tional agent is responsible for selecting the characteristics of biological species (rather
than effects of random mutation and ecology on the fitness of organisms). Nevertheless,

with sufficient education and intelligence, we can realize and remember, when reasoning

3. Classic studies include Mead 1928, Benedict 1935, and Wallace 1970,
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tages—we can only fully explain the emergence and spread of these functional properties

by understanding the psychology required to produce the successfiu] pattern of ritualized

behavior, its developmental history, and the constraints on cultural innovation set by

prior ritual forms on which the current institution has been modeled. In other words, we

need to explore the evolutionary history of the cultural trait,
One may suspect that evolutionary explanations of sociocultural phenomena furtively

sneak in old arguments and their problematic intuitive assumptions through the back

door. The notion, for instance, that a cert

ain kind of institution might help to reproduce

the society in which it occurs (in evolutionary formulations a pertectly respectable hypo-
thesis) may seem to be i11djbtinguishublc from the kind of outmoded functionalism that
anthropology has largely abandoned, and surely founders on the same errors of intuitive
that the problem with functionalism was that it
failed to specify the mechanism by which socially useful tr

teleological reasoning. Recall, however,

aits came into being. The intu-

itive solution, based on teleological reasoning, leads hopelessly to notions of intentional

design and not to Darwinian evolution (Wilson 2002). It is precisely these intuitive errors
that need to be avoided. The same may be said of our accounts of proximate causation,

Suceessful accounts fractionate sociocultyral phenomena into component features that

areexplainable in terms of discrete suites of causes rather than luring us back into familjar

traps of reification and anthropomorphism.

By way of illustration, consider the discovery by anthropologists Alan Fiske and Nick
Haslam) that recurrent features of culiyral rituals closely resemble the svmiptoms of
obsessive compulsive disorder (or OCD) (Fiske and Haslam 1997, a correspondence that
ntly sought to explain in terms of the workings
of aspecialized cognitive system (dysfunctional in OCD patients)
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Value of th; appro
Phenomep )

e intuitive (or even culturally
b that may be a problem in communicating the
ach to wider audiences, it is also a great strength if we are dealing with

1t conflicting intuitions have led us to argue about so unproductively.

Much of gy ropology nowadays is *“mindblind,” but, more generally, the discipline has
de ; i . 5 . , £

3 Veloped o king of evolutionary mycepia. The future of anthropology lies in the
evel

OPment of yyyuch shary
Mformeq 1,

Player in m

der vision in these areas. Anthropology not only needs to be

major discoveries in neighboring fields but it can and should be a major a

- aking those discoveries. It remains one of the broadest of al] t
c
e —and thyys

0On crOSS‘Cu}

Infor, .
i Med op questions of cross-cul
S about g1,

he human
auseful representative of the humanities in general—

—and its emphasis
tural comparison based on long-term field

research makes it also uniquely
tural recurrence and variability. Despite my reserva-

recent trends in the discipline, at the core of anth ropology remains an
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enduring commitment to the production of carefy] and rigoroys cthnography It is also
lopments in the cognitive Science of
ithananth ropological backgmund (Sperbﬂ
-Anthropology has made (

hoteworthy that some of the most important deve
culture have heep spe;

arheaded by scientists 1y
1996; Boyer 2001; Atran 2002)

and continues 1o male) Valuahja
contributions that will, jf Weare wise, be put 1o increasingly effective use in the scientifyc
study of our speciest social and culturg achievemenys,
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