Commentary/Gintis: A framework for the unification of the behavioral sciences

Abstract: Gintis argues that disciplinary models of haman behuvior are
incompatible. However, his depictiom of the discipline of anthropology
relies on a broad generalization that is not supported by current
practice. Cintis 2lso ignores the work of cognitive anthropologists, who
have developed theories und metheds that are highly compatible with
the perspeciive advocated by Gintis.

Gintis’s argument that disciplinary models of human behavior are
incompatible relies on hroad generulizations of disciplinary
models that are not empirically justified. Gintis’s treatment of
anthropology is especially thin and describes a stereotypical
view of culture that is not used by contemporary anthropologists
to a significant degree.

Despite the centrality of the concept of culture to anthro-
pulogy, there is currently no consensus about what culture is
within anthropology, not even within the subdiscipline of cul-
tural anthropology. One branch of anthropology. cognitive
anthropology, has already offered a view of culture similar to
the one advocated by Gintis (D’Andrade 1995). For the
remuinder of this review, I will summarize a definition of
culture used by cognitive anthropelogists in order to argue
that much of the work done towards unifying disciplinary
views of human behavior and eulture has already been done
by cognitive anthropologists.

Despite disagreements about the nature of culture, there is
agreement that culture refers to something learned rather than
inherited (Brumann 1999). The concept of culture is usually
invoked to understand the behavior and thought patterns of
groups. However, only individuals can learn, and they are the
only source of cultural data {Handwerker 2001). Therefore, uny
definition of culture must begin with the knowledge that
human beings possess, und how individual human beings learn
and process information. Because culture is learncd primarily
through other people, it is also the result of social interaction
and is shured. This results in culture being both socially and
individually constructed,

The way individuals construct cultures begins with the for-
mation of copnitive models of reality. Humans are limited in
their ability to recall discrete units of information (Miller
1956). However, humans have an almost unlimited ability to
“chunk” together bits of information into schematized models
of particular domains of information (D'Andrade 1895). There
is not a one-to-one correspondence between a particular
model and a particular domain. Rather, multiple models are
at work in concert at any given time. Some models are more
likely than others to be invoked at a given moment because of
a weighting process that develops over time after repeated
experiences with a domain (Strauss & Quinn 1997). This
weighting process is mediated by emotions that are evoked
during these expericnces. Models invoked during experiences
that are associated with positive emotional feedback are more
likely to be used in the future. The opposite can be said
for nepative emotional feedback (Strauss & Quinn 1997).
Cognitive anthropologists define the complete set of un individ-
ual's cognitive models, including the models’ associated
emotional weights and behaviors, as the raw material of
culture (Handwerker 2001}

Tnstead of a unitary, internally consistent “seamless web” that
contains unambiguous rules for behavior (DiMaggio 1987}, cog-
nitive anthrapologists see culture as frapmented and inconsistent.
At any point in time, individuals may have internalized cognitive
models that are contradictory. These models, although guides {or
hehavior, can never have a one-tv-one correspondence with
behavior outputs because of their heterogeneity. Rather than
acting as a blueprint for behavior, culture acts like a “toolkit” of
strategies which individuals use to choose among behavioral
options depending on momentary external circumstances
{DiMaggic 1997).

The cognitive models that individuals have at their disposal
at uny point in time develop as a result of past experiences and
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are constantly being modified with new experiences, Cognitive
models influence the behavioral choiecs that individuals are
forced to make in the context of external circumstance.
These behavioral choicss then provide individuals with
additional experiential information from which ideas and
emotions are subsequently generated and modified. Becausc
no two individuals have exactly the same experiences, no two
individuals have the same set of cognitive models. And no
one person has the same set of cognitive models from one
moment to the next, because individuals are econstantly
behaving and processing additional experiential information
{Handwerker 2001).

Although individuals are the only source of cultural data, and
the raw materials of culture pertain to individuals, culture is
created through social interaction. “Cultural models” refers to
models that are to some extent shared by members of a popu-
lation {Dressler & Bindon 2000}, However, since cognitive
models are the result of a creative process within individual
brains, culture is not & “thing” that can be transterred fram one
person to another (Handwerker 1988). Because an individual's
set of cognitive models is the end product of life experience,
and because members of populations often have similar, if not
identical, experiences, this produces patterning of cognitive,
emotional and behavioral traits. Also, as individuals irteract
with members of their social networks, they experience the
world vicariously through those other network members. This
enubles individuals to hold ideas and emotions about experiences
and behaviors without actually experiencing them directly,
Therefore, the cognitive models and emotions of each individual
human being depend in some part on the cognitive models,
emotions, and behaviors of other members of their sacial
networks.

Tndividual human beings do not passively accept models
from their social network. Rather, they accept the models
that work, modify those that do not, and “share” these modifi-
cations back into their social network in a dynamie, continually
evolving creative process. When models developed through
previous experience are unable to account adequately for
new stimuli, individuals switch from “automatic” to “delibera-
tive” cognition, which they use to actively and innovatively
restructure their own models to better account for new
stimuli {DiMaggio 1997). Subsequent interaction with a
social network leads to the spread of the innovation through-
out the network if the innovation is successful at resolving
similar inadequacies in the models held by other network
members (Tomasello 1999). The “spread” of innovations through-
out a network is actually individual brains making similar cogni-
tive adjustments after interactions with members ol their social
networks. Thus, culture can be shared, but only metaphorically
and imperfectly {Handwerker 1989).

This view of culture is highly compatible with Cintis’s
objectives. This decades-old tradition of scholarship based on
the findings of cognitive science and centered around the
collection of cultural data should be considered hefore the
reinvention of the whecl.
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Abstract: Psychological science can benefit from a theoretical unification
with other social sciences. Svcial psychology in particular has gone
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throngh cycles of repression, denying itself the opportunity to sec
the caleulating element i human interaction. A closer alignment
with theories of evolution and theories of interpersonal (and
intergroup) games would bring strategic reasoning back into the focus
of research.

Gintis observes the incompatibility of the multitude of mini-
paradigms in the sacial and behavioral sciences and judges this
state of affairs to be scandalous, His argument is that if there
are so many incompatible paradigms, many of them must be
wrong. This may be so, but it does not represent the worst poss-
ible state of affairs as long as some of these paradigms are
correct, If the many paradigins werc replaced by a single one,
and that one turmed out to be false, the damage would be
great indeed. To move toward a unification of the social and
behavioral sviences, Gintis proposes a “take-the-best” heuristic
that recombines paradigm fragments that have proven empiri-
cally useful and that are compatible with one another. This
will not amount to a true scientific revolution sensu Kuhn
(1962), because that would require an entirely new look at the
whole field and an overthrow of the dearest theoretical assump-
tions across the hoard.

As a psychologist, T ugree with Gintis’s claim that psychology
must shed its distrust of reasoning, and especially strategic
reasoning in sociul contexts. To avoid the topie of thinking is no
way to resulve the rationality question‘ E\-'ery generation of psy-
chalagists seems to reclaim the irrelevance of reasoning using the
toals of the day. First came the idea that if ruts and pigeons can be
trained to perform complex behaviors, parsimony demands that
complex human behaviors be explained by animal learning
models (Skinner 1971}, Then came the idea that social behavior
is “unbearably autematic” {Bargh & Chartrand 1999). Unbeur-
able indeed. The idea that higher reasoning can be dismissed
becanse some critical behavior can be elicited in the laboratory
without the participant’s awareness is the logicul fallacy of affirm-
ing the conscquent. Finally, the current rush toward neuro-
seience is vet another fight from ressoning (Kihlstrom 2008).
Despite its undeniable scientific interest and importance, brain
imagery can reveal only correlates of reasoning, not reasoning
itself,

Why does reasoning have such a bad name in psychology?
One consideration is that strategic reasoning implies the
ability to outthink and deceive others. The capacity of research
participants to be one step ahead mentally is always a concern
in the lshoratory. To allay this concern, experimenters seek
ways o circumvent strategic reasoming, and then mistake
what is left for the whole of psychology. A related consideration
is & common misunderstanding of the relationship between
determinism and human choice. The point of strategic reason-
ing is to be unpredictuble when so desired. Yet, when determin-
ism is taken to entail predjctabi]it_y, unpredictable hehavior
seems undetermined, and therefore either random or “freely
willed.” The implication of free will and the reference to inten-
tions or desites seems like a throwback to Aristotelian thinking,
according to which the apple falls to the ground because it
wants ta.

1 belicve these worries are ill-founded, Even in a fully deter-
ministic world, strategic reasoning can occur. Perhaps such
reasoning is unpredictable in principle, much like the nonlinear
mathematics of chaos theory, or it is just sufliciently unpredict-
able by those conspecifics it is designed to deceive. If it is the
latter, its purpose is served, and we can get on with the task of
modeling it. fikewise, intentions need not be mere by-products
created by brains that are really only in the business of gener-
ating behavior (Kmeger 2003). Recent advances in neuro-
science show that tetraplegics can be fitted with prosthetic
devices that receive neural signals associated with conscious
intentions and translate them into motor behavior (Hochberg
et al. 2006).

In his effort to build a comprehensive “model of individual
human behavior,” Gintis has surprisingly little to say about

how strategic reasoning can retake center stage. As he notes,
however, the study of “rationalizability” is une place to begin.
True, with enough assumptions, almost any behavior muay
come to appear reasonable. What is needed is a compass
that helps clhart a course between unprincipled post hoc
rationalization and the equally barren strategy of demonstrating
irrationality  with experimental  designs that equate any
significant finding with the presence of a bias or an error
{Krueger 1998).

Many social-psychological phenomena that presumably illus-
trate the fallibility of social behavior and cognition can be
rationalized with the tools of decision analysis or game
theory. To illustrate, consider the classic finding of bystander
apathy {Darley & Latané 1968), The more potential helpers
there are. the less likely is an individual to assist a person in
need.  Orthodox  social-psychological — analysis focuses on
victims facing life-und-death emergencies and bystanders who
have little to lose by helping. However, a full model requires
the bystanders” costs and henefits, as well as the number of
bystanders, to be varisbles,

Came thearists have derived precise predictions for behavier
in the voluntcer dilemma. A person caught in this dilemma
hopes that others will bear the cost of intervening, but would
intervene herself il she knew that no one else will. According
to one solution {Diekmann 1955), a bystander will help with a
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Notice that this probability becomes smaller as the cost af
helping, ¢, or the group size of bystanders, N, increases,
and as the benefit to the helper, b, decreases. This is a
mixed-motive solution that maximizes the expected value for
the hystander, Incidentally, this solution also predicts Darley
and Latanés (1968} finding that a victim becomes slightly
more likely to receive aid from someone as the gmup
becomes larger.

Other classic and contemporary fndings can be rationalized
along similar lines. Gintis's emphasis on the evolutionary ration-
ality of conformity and imitation is another good example.
Although the reorentation of the social and behavioral sciences
proposed by Gintis may not (yct) amount to a Kuhnian revolu-
tiom, it may turn out to be a decisive first step to overcome disci-
plinarian parochialism. We can begin today by reading — at least
from time to time — one another’s journals.
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Abstract: There are two roadblocks to using game theory as a unified
theory of the hehavioral sciences. First, there muy not be a single
explanatory framework suitable for explaining psychological processing.
Second, even if there is such a framework, game theory is too limited,
because it focuses selectively on decision making to the exclusion of
other crucial cognitive processes.

Can the behavioral sciences be unified? The target article
suggests that it is eritical to develop a single theoretical
framework that can be used to explain phenomena across the
behavioral sciences and to develop new questions. The article
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