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Abstract. This article identi¢es an incipient and largely implicit cognitive turn in the
study of ethnicity, and argues that it can be consolidated and extended by drawing on
cognitive research in social psychology and anthropology. Cognitive perspectives pro-
vide resources for conceptualizing ethnicity, race, and nation as perspectives on the
world rather than entities in the world, for treating ethnicity, race, and nationalism
together rather than as separate sub¢elds, and for re-specifying the old debate between
primordialist and circumstantialist approaches.

In recent years, categorization has emerged as a major focus of
research in the study of ethnicity as in many other domains. As long as
ethnic groups were conceived as substantial, objectively de¢nable
entities, there was no reason to focus on categorization or classi¢ca-
tion. As constructivist stances have gained ground in the last quarter
century, however, objectivist understandings of ethnicity (a term we
use broadly here to include race and nationhood as well1) have been
displaced by subjectivist approaches. The latter de¢ne ethnicity not in
terms of objective commonalities but in terms of participants’ beliefs,
perceptions, understandings, and identi¢cations. One consequence of
this shift has been an increasing concern with categorization and
classi¢cation.

We see the emergent concern with categorization as an incipient, and
still implicit, cognitive turn in the study of ethnicity.2 We argue that the
understanding of ethnicity can be enriched by making explicit this
heretofore implicit cognitive reorientation, and by engaging research
in cognitive psychology and cognitive anthropology.3 Doing so, we
suggest, has far-reaching implications for how ethnicity should be
conceived as both object and ¢eld of study. Cognitive perspectives
provide resources for avoiding analytical ‘‘groupism’’ ^ the tendency to
treat ethnic groups as substantial entities to which interests and agency
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can be attributed ^ while helping to explain the tenacious hold of
groupism in practice.4 They suggest strong reasons for treating race,
ethnicity, and nationalism together rather than as separate sub¢elds.
And they a¡ord new purchase on the old debate between primordialist
and circumstantialist approaches to ethnicity.

We begin by reviewing historical, political, institutional, ethnographic,
and micro-interactional work on classi¢cation and categorization in
the study of ethnicity, and by suggesting why cognitive perspectives
have remained implicit in such work. We next consider expressly
cognitive work on stereotypes, social categorization, and schemas,
and we suggest ways in which the latter concept, in particular ^
designating more complex knowledge structures than categories ^
might be used in research on ethnicity. Finally, we consider the broader
implications of cognitive perspectives, which suggest that ethnicity is
fundamentally not a thing in the world, but a perspective on the world.
Our aim in this article is not to advance speci¢c hypotheses, but to
sensitize students of ethnicity to largely unacknowledged cognitive
dimensions of the phenomenon, and to point to ways in which atten-
tion to these dimensions can fruitfully inform research in the ¢eld.

Categories and categorization: An incipient cognitive turn

Anthropology has a long-standing interest in classi¢cation and cate-
gorization,5 so it is not surprising that anthropologists took the lead in
highlighting the centrality of classi¢cation and categorization to eth-
nicity. The key work here is that of Norwegian anthropologist Fredrik
Barth.6 Ethnicity, Barth argued, is not a matter of shared traits or
cultural commonalities but rather of practices of classi¢cation and
categorization, including both self-classi¢cation and the classi¢cation
of (and by) others. Richard Jenkins and others have developed the
basic Barthian position further, emphasizing the interplay between
self-identi¢cation and external categorization, and drawing attention
to the various levels (individual, interactional, and institutional) and
contexts (informal and formal) in which categorization processes
occur.7

Although Barth formulated his argument with respect to ethnicity, it
applies, mutatis mutandis, to race and nation as well. As its biological
underpinning came to seem increasingly dubious, race came to be
reconceptualized as ‘‘a manner of dividing and ranking human beings
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by reference to selected embodied properties (real or imputed) so as to
subordinate, exclude and exploit them.. . .’’8 The ¢rst sentence of the
introduction to a recent anthology on Race and Racism begins as
follows: ‘‘Racial classi¢cation today is commonplace; people routinely
catalogue each other as members of this or that race, and seem to
assume that everyone can be thus classi¢ed.’’9 The American Anthro-
pological Association has issued an o⁄cial ‘‘Statement on ‘Race’ ’’ that
refers to race as ‘‘a mode of classi¢cation,’’ a ‘‘worldview,’’ and an
‘‘ideology’’ that employs socially exclusive categories to naturalize
status di¡erences.10 In sociology, too, the ascendancy of social con-
structivist perspectives led analysts to emphasize ‘‘the absence of any
essential racial characteristics’’ and ‘‘the historical £exibility of racial
meanings and categories.’’11

A general retreat from objectivism has been apparent in the study of
nationhood as well: a shift from de¢nitions of nationhood in terms of
common language, culture, territory, history, economic life, political
arrangements, and so on to de¢nitions that emphasize the subjective
sense of or claim to nationhood, as in Hugh Seton-Watson’s interestingly
circular suggestion that ‘‘a nation exists when a signi¢cant number of
people in a community consider themselves to form a nation, or
behave as if they formed one.’’12 Like ethnicity and race, nation too
has been expressly conceptualized as ‘‘a basic operator in a widespread
system of social classi¢cation’’13 and as a ‘‘practical category.’’14

Empirical work in£uenced by this new understanding of the centrality
^ indeed the constitutive signi¢cance ^ of categorization and classi-
¢cation for ethnicity, race, and nation clusters in two broad areas.15

One cluster comprises historical, political, and institutional studies of
o⁄cial, codi¢ed, formalized categorization practices employed by
powerful and authoritative institutions ^ above all, the state. Foucault’s
notion of governmentality has been an important point of reference
here,16 as has Bourdieu’s account of the state’s symbolic power as the
power to state what is what and who is who, and thereby to impose
legitimate principles of vision and division of the social world.17 The
second, smaller, cluster comprises ethnographic and micro-interac-
tionist studies of the uno⁄cial, informal, ‘‘everyday’’ classi¢cation and
categorization practices employed by ordinary people.

Research on o⁄cial practices of ethnic, racial, and national catego-
rization began with studies of colonial and post-colonial societies.
Without dwelling on categorization per se, several now classic works
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pointed out how colonial rule transformed antecedent patterns of
social identi¢cation and shaped patterns of ethnic mobilization
through the identi¢cation, labeling, and di¡erential treatment of eth-
nic groups.18 More recent studies, giving more sustained attention to
systems of classi¢cation and practices of categorization themselves,
have shown how rulers’ practices of naming, counting, and classifying
a¡ected the self-understandings, social organization, and political
claims of indigenous populations.19

A growing literature addresses o⁄cial categorization practices in non-
colonial settings as well. Much of this literature has focused on
censuses. Drawing inspiration from Bourdieu’s work on the symbolic
power of modern states, recent works have examined how censuses
inculcate the idea that national societies are bounded wholes, com-
posed of discrete, mutually exclusive ethnic, racial, or cultural
groups.20 Even when census categories are initially remote from pre-
vailing self-understandings, they may be taken up by cultural and
political entrepreneurs and eventually reshape lines of identi¢cation.21

Especially when they are linked through public policy to tangible
bene¢ts, o⁄cial census categories can have the e¡ect of ‘‘making up
people’’22 or ‘‘nominating into existence,’’23 creating new kinds of
persons for individuals to be. Such categories, Goldberg argues from a
Foucauldian perspective, are central to the state’s exercise of ‘‘racial
governmentality’’: censuses have constituted a ‘‘formative governmen-
tal technology in the service of the state to fashion racialized knowl-
edge ^ to articulate categories, to gather data, and to put them to
work.’’24

Censuses classify people anonymously and £eetingly; they do not
permanently assign individuals to categories, or attach enduring,
legally consequential identities to speci¢c persons. Other forms of
state categorization, however, do just this, imposing ethnic or racial
categories on persons, inscribing them in documents, and attaching
consequences ^ sometimes fateful ones ^ to these o⁄cial identities.25

The most notorious cases are the o⁄cial schemes of racial classi¢ca-
tion and identi¢cation employed by Nazi Germany26 and South
Africa.27 More recently, attention has been called to the uses made of
o⁄cial ethnic identities, speci¢ed in formal identity documents, in the
Rwandan genocide.28 In the Soviet Union, too, ethnic nationality was
not only a statistical category, a fundamental unit of social counting
and accounting, but a legal category that was inscribed in personal
documents, transmitted by descent, recorded in bureaucratic encoun-
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ters and o⁄cial transactions, and used in certain contexts to govern
admission to higher education and access to certain types of jobs.29

Studies of o⁄cial categorization practices generally argue or imply
that the ways in which states and other organizations count, classify,
and identify their subjects, citizens, and clients have profound conse-
quences for the self-understandings of the classi¢ed. This is no doubt
often the case, but the connection between o⁄cial categories and
popular self-understandings is seldom demonstrated in detail. And
the literature on classi¢cation and categorization in everyday life
shows that the categories used by ordinary people in everyday inter-
action often di¡er substantially from o⁄cial categories. The catego-
rized are themselves chronic categorizers; the categories they deploy to
make sense of themselves and others need not match those employed
by states, no matter how powerful.

Research on the production and reproduction of racial, ethnic, and
national distinctions and boundaries in everyday life demonstrates
great complexity, and great variability, in the categories actually used.
An extreme example is the very large number of race and color
categories used in Brazil;30 but complex and variable categorization
practices have been documented in many other settings.31 A common
thread in studies of everyday classi¢cation is the recognition that
ordinary actors usually have considerable room for maneuver in the
ways in which they use even highly institutionalized and powerfully
sanctioned categories.32 They are often able to deploy such categories
strategically, bending them to their own purposes; or they may adhere
nominally to o⁄cial classi¢catory schemes while infusing o⁄cial
categories with alternative, uno⁄cial meanings.33

Although most work on everyday categorization is ethnographic, a few
works derive inspiration from ethnomethodology and conversation
analysis, and notably from the pioneering work of Harvey Sacks.34

These works treat ethnicity as a skilled practical accomplishment, as
something that ‘‘happens’’ when ethnic categories are made relevant to
participants in the course of a particular interactional trajectory.35

Such research sees ethnic and other category memberships as ‘‘ascribed
(and rejected), avowed (and disavowed), displayed (and ignored) in
local places and at certain times . . . as part of the interactional work
that constitutes people’s lives.’’36
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In its concern with the social organization and interactional deploy-
ment of knowledge, the literature on o⁄cial and everyday categoriza-
tion represents an incipient cognitive turn in the study of ethnicity. The
scope of this cognitive turn, however, has been limited by the lack of
engagement with expressly cognitive research in psychology and cog-
nitive anthropology. Indeed most discussions of categorization and
classi¢cation proceed without any explicit reference to cognition.37

Two reasons for the reluctance to engage expressly cognitive research
can be identi¢ed. First, to extend a point DiMaggio made about the
sociology of culture,38 the humanistic, interpretive, holistic, and anti-
reductionist commitments that inform most sociological, anthropo-
logical, and historical work on ethnicity clash with the positivistic,
experimentalist, individualist, and reductionist commitments of cog-
nitive science. Yet as DiMaggio goes on to argue, there has been a
certain rapprochement in recent years. On the one hand, holistic
understandings of culture ^ and, one might add, of ethnicity ^ have
come to seem increasingly problematic; on the other, cognitive research
has paid increasing attention to more complex and culturally and
historically speci¢c mental structures and processes ^ to the ‘‘socio-
mental’’ domain, as Zerubavel calls it.39

Second, advocates of ethnographic and especially interactionally ori-
ented research have drawn a sharp distinction between cognitive and
discursive approaches. The cognitive approach takes ‘‘discourse as a
realization of . . . underlying processes and structures of knowledge,’’
and ‘‘culture itself . . . as a kind of socially shared cognitive organiza-
tion.’’40 The discursive approach, in contrast,

treats talk and texts . . . as forms of social action. Categorization is something
we do, in talk, in order to accomplish social actions (persuasion, blaming,
denials, reputations, accusations, etc.). From this perspective, we would
expect language’s ‘‘resources’’ not to come ready-made from a process in
which people are trying their best to understand the world [as in the cognitive
approach] . . . but rather, or at least additionally, to be shaped for their
functions in talk, for the business of doing situated social actions.41

This is a valid ^ and important ^ critique of some strands of cognitive
research.Yet it overstates the opposition by relying on a narrow under-
standing of cognitive research as premised on an ‘‘individualistic,
mentalistic, computational, and culture-minimal’’ notion of mind and
as seeking to reduce ‘‘all of psychological life, including discourse and
social interaction, to the workings of cognitive, or even computational,
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mental processes.’’42 As DiMaggio has pointed out, and as Edwards
and Potter themselves acknowledge, there is much recent cognitive
research that cannot be characterized in this way.43

The incipient cognitive turn in the study of ethnicity could be extended
in fruitful ways by drawing on the empirical ¢ndings and analytical
tools of cognitive research. Strong cognitive assumptions ^ though
generally unacknowledged and therefore unanalyzed ones ^ inform
almost all accounts of the way race, ethnicity, and nation ‘‘work’’ in
practice. When we characterize an act of violence as racial, ethnic, or
nationalist; when we analyze the workings of racially, ethnically, or
nationally charged symbols; when we characterize police practices as
involving ‘‘racial pro¢ling’’; when we explain voting patterns in terms
of racial or ethnic loyalties; when we impute identities or interests to
racial, ethnic, or national groups; when we analyze nationalist collec-
tive action; when we characterize an action as meaningfully oriented to
the race or ethnicity or nationality of another person; when we identify
an expression as an ethnic slur ^ in these and innumerable other
situations we make cognitive assumptions about the way in which
people parse, frame, and interpret their experience. At a minimum, we
assume that they are identifying persons, actions, threats, problems,
opportunities, obligations, loyalties, interests and so on in racial,
ethnic, or national terms rather than in terms of some other interpretive
scheme. Engaging cognitive anthropology and cognitive psychology
would help specify ^ rather than simply presuppose ^ the cognitive
mechanisms and processes involved in the workings of ethnicity, and
would strengthen the micro-foundations of macroanalytic work in the
¢eld. Towards this end, the next section reviews cognitive work on
stereotyping, social categorization, and schemas that holds particular
promise for the study of ethnicity.

Cognitive perspectives: From categories to schemas

We have considered categorization as a political project and as an
everyday social practice. But categorization is also a fundamental and
ubiquitous mental process. As George Lako¡ put it, ‘‘There is nothing
more basic than categorization to our thought, perception, action, and
speech.’’ We employ categories whenever we ‘‘see something as a kind
of thing .. . [or] reason about kinds of things’’; we do so equally, it
should be emphasized, whenever we ^ persons, organizations, or
states ^ talk about kinds of things, or treat something as a kind of

37



thing (or as a kind of person, a kind of action, a kind of situation, and
so on). Categories are utterly central to seeing and thinking, but they
are equally central to talking and acting. ‘‘Without the ability to
categorize, we could not function at all, either in the physical world or
in our social and intellectual lives.’’44

Categories structure and order the world for us. We use categories to
parse the £ow of experience into discriminable and interpretable
objects, attributes, and events. Categories permit ^ indeed entail ^
massive cognitive, social, and political simpli¢cation. Following a
principle of ‘‘cognitive economy,’’ they ‘‘provide maximum informa-
tion with the least cognitive e¡ort.’’45 They allow us to see di¡erent
things ^ and treat di¡erent cases ^ as the same. They focus our
attention and channel our limited energies, leaving us ^ individuals
and organizations alike ^ free to disattend to ‘‘irrelevant’’ stimuli. They
thereby make the natural and social worlds intelligible, interpretable,
communicable, and transformable. Without categories, the world
would be a ‘‘blooming, buzzing confusion’’; experience and action as
we know them would be impossible. Thus categories underlie not only
seeing and thinking but the most basic forms of doing as well, includ-
ing both everyday action and more complex, institutionalized forms of
‘‘doing.’’

When we make sense of our experience by seeing objects, persons,
actions, or situations as instances of categories, this always involves
more than mere sorting. It always carries with it expectations and
‘‘knowledge’’ ^ sometimes rather elaborate knowledge ^ about how
members of that category characteristically behave.46 Such beliefs and
expectations are embodied in persons, encoded in myths, memories,
narratives, and discourses, and embedded in institutions and organiza-
tional routines. Even when we are not consciously aware of them, they
can subtly (or not so subtly) in£uence our judgments, and even our
very perceptions, of objects or persons so categorized, and thereby the
way we behave toward them. This holds true not only in laboratory
settings, but also in everyday interactional contexts and in the work-
ings of organizations and institutions.

Stereotypes

Recent work on stereotypes emphasizes the continuities between stereo-
typical thinking and categorical thinking in general.47 Stereotypes are
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no longer de¢ned in terms of cognitive de¢ciencies ^ in terms of false
or exaggerated or unwarranted belief ^ but more neutrally as cognitive
structures that contain knowledge, beliefs, and expectations about
social groups.48 Nor are stereotypes seen as the distinctive and patho-
logical propensity of particular kinds of personalities (the ‘‘author-
itarian personality’’ or ‘‘high-prejudice’’ individual, for example), but
rather as rooted in normal and ubiquitous cognitive processes. There is
no need to postulate special ‘‘needs’’ ^ for example the alleged need to
feel superior to others ^ to explain stereotypes; they are more parsi-
moniously explained as an outgrowth of ordinary cognitive processes.

On this understanding, which has antecedents in the work of Gordon
Allport, stereotypes are simply categories of social groups, and their
structure and workings mirror those of categories in general.49 Like
other categories, stereotypes are represented in the mind through some
combination of prototypical features, concrete exemplars, expecta-
tions, and theory-like causal knowledge. Like other categories, stereo-
types obey the principle of cognitive economy, generating inferences
and expectations that go ‘‘beyond the information given’’ with minimal
cognitive processing.50 Like other categories, stereotypes work largely
automatically. They can be primed or cued subliminally, and can
in£uence subjects’ judgments without their awareness. This does not
mean that stereotypes are wholly beyond conscious control, but it does
mean that stereotyping is deeply rooted in ordinary cognitive processes
and that countering or correcting stereotypes is e¡ortful and costly.51

The content of stereotypes ^ and therefore their substantive social
signi¢cance and in particular their perniciousness ^ is of course highly
variable across cultural settings, over time, and across target groups.
Clearly, cognitive research cannot explain such variations in content.
What cognitive research can help explain are the universality of stereo-
typing, based as it is in categorical thinking in general; the resistance
of stereotypes to discon¢rming information; the dynamics of activa-
tion of stereotypes; the ways in which stereotypes, once activated, can
subtly in£uence subsequent perception and judgment without any
awareness on the part of the perceiver; and the extent to which and
manner in which deliberate and controlled processes may be able to
override the automatic and largely unconscious processes through
which stereotypes are activated.

Because they are not the products of individual pathology but of
cognitive regularities and shared culture, stereotypes ^ like social
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categories more generally ^ are not individual attitudinal predilec-
tions, but deeply embedded, shared mental representations of social
objects. As a consequence, macro and meso-level research cannot
dismiss research on stereotypes as ‘‘individualistic’’ or ‘‘psychologically
reductionist.’’ Research on stereotypes clari¢es the relationship be-
tween the individual and the social in the production and operation of
standardized templates for making sense of social objects. Among
these templates are those that frame social objects and social experi-
ence in racial, ethnic, or national terms and are activated by particular,
culturally speci¢c cues. Cognitive research on stereotypes can thus
illuminate the sociocognitive underpinnings of the variable resonance
and salience of racial, ethnic, and national ways of seeing, interpreting
and reacting to social experience.

Social categorization

Stereotyping is, of course, one key aspect of social categorization, but
it is by no means the only one. Other aspects have been explored by the
largely European tradition of research known as ‘‘social identity
theory’’ (or in some later variants as ‘‘self-categorization theory’’) that
grew out of the work of social psychologist Henri Tajfel. Arguing
against the paradigm of ‘‘realistic group con£ict theory,’’ according to
which intergroup con£icts are grounded in accurate perceptions of
underlying con£icts of interest, Tajfel demonstrated the autonomous
signi¢cance of categorization. His ‘‘minimal group’’ experiments re-
vealed a robust tendency toward in-group bias ^ the tendency to favor
members of one’s own category ^ even in the absence of any inter-
group con£ict or hostility, indeed even when the ‘‘groups’’ or categories
were constructed along purely arbitrary lines (for example, through
random experimental assignment of subjects to arti¢cial categories of
‘‘reds’’ or ‘‘blues’’). In other words, ‘‘the mere perception of belonging
to two distinct groups ^ that is, social categorization per se ^ is
su⁄cient to trigger intergroup discrimination favoring the in-group.’’52

A second aspect of social categorization (indeed of categorization in
general) documented by Tajfel and associates is the tendency of
categorization to produce ‘‘accentuation e¡ects.’’ People tend to exag-
gerate both the similarity of objects within a category and the di¡er-
ences between objects in di¡erent categories.53 When the categories at
hand are categories of ‘‘human kinds,’’ the overestimation of interca-
tegory di¡erences and of intracategory (especially out-group) homoge-
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neity54 facilitates the rei¢cation of groups. Ethnic classi¢cation deper-
sonalizes individuals by transforming them ‘‘from unique persons to
exemplars of named groups.’’ 55 Together with more recent research on
the causes and consequences of perceptions of the ‘‘entitativity’’ ^ i.e.
unity and coherence ^ of social categories or groups,56 these ¢ndings
can help explain the resilience of ‘‘groupist’’ representations of the
social world.

Schemas

Schemas (and related concepts such as scripts and cultural models)
became a central focus of research in cognitive psychology and cogni-
tive anthropology in the 1970s as researchers developed more complex
models of cognition than had characterized earlier phases of cognitive
research.57 Recent sociological theory has also invoked the notion of
schema,58 while the related concept of frame, originally given socio-
logical formulation by Go¡man, has been adapted by the cognitively
oriented literature on social movements.59

Schemas are mental structures in which knowledge is represented.
They range from the universal to the idiosyncratic.60 Most sociologi-
cally interesting schemas, however, are neither universal nor idiosyn-
cratic but ‘‘culturally [more or less widely] shared mental constructs.’’61

As mental structures, schemas are of course not directly observable.
Rather, they are posited to account for evidence ^ experimental,
observational, and historical ^ about how people perceive and inter-
pret the world and about how knowledge is acquired, stored, recalled,
activated, and extended to new domains.

Not simply representations of information, schemas are also, simulta-
neously, ‘‘processors’’ of information.62 They guide perception and
recall, interpret experience, generate inferences and expectations, and
organize action. In this way they function as ‘‘a kind of mental
recognition ‘device’ which creates a complex interpretation from min-
imal inputs; [they are] not just a ‘picture’ in the mind.’’63 In contrast to
piecemeal processing, which ‘‘relies only on the information given and
combines the available features without reference to an overall organ-
izing structure,’’ schematic processing treats each ‘‘new person, event,
or issue as an instance of an already familiar category or schema.’’64

As processors, schemas function automatically, outside of conscious
awareness. They process knowledge in an ‘‘implicit, unverbalized,
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rapid, and automatic’’ manner, unlike modes of controlled cognition,
which process knowledge in an ‘‘explicit, verbalized, slow, and deliber-
ate’’ manner.65 In this respect, they are congruent with, and indeed the
means of specifying further, sociological constructs such as Bourdieu’s
notion of sens pratique, the ‘‘regulated improvisation’’ of practical
action governed by the habitus.66

Schemas are organized hierarchically. The top levels, representing core,
invariant aspects of concepts, are ¢xed, but lower levels have ‘‘slots’’
that need to be ¢lled in by contextual cues, by information revealed in
the course of interaction, or by ‘‘default values.’’67 In this respect the
concept resonates with the core ethnomethodological idea that all
mundane interaction requires participants to ‘‘¢ll in’’ unspeci¢ed in-
formation continuously from their stocks of tacit background knowl-
edge.

Schemas must be activated by some stimulus or cue. Activation
depends on proximate, situationally speci¢c cues and triggers, not
directly on large-scale structural or cultural contexts, though structural
and cultural changes can a¡ect the distribution of such proximate cues
and thereby the probabilities of activation of schemas. An important
limitation of existing research is that activation of schemas, as of
stereotypes, has been studied chie£y in arti¢cial experimental settings
that cannot come close to capturing the enormous complexity of actual
interactional contexts in which schemas are activated. As DiMaggio
points out, a central challenge for cognitively minded sociologists is to
understand the interaction between the distribution of schemas across
persons and the distribution of the ‘‘external cultural primers’’ that
evoke them.68 To the extent that progress is made in this respect, the
schema concept has the potential to bridge private and public, mental
and social, the individual mind and the supra-individual world of
public representations.

Surprisingly, given its application in many other social and cultural
domains,69 the schema concept has not been used systematically in the
study of ethnicity. There has of course been a great deal of work on
ethnic and racial (and to a lesser extent national) categories. And there
is certainly some overlap between the notion of categories and that of
schemas. Both concern the organization and representation of knowl-
edge and the ways in which knowledge structures permit us to go
beyond immediately given information, make inferences, interpret the
world, and so on.Yet the schema concept allows consideration of more
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complex knowledge structures. The recent literature on categories, to
be sure, stresses the complexity of category-based knowledge. It sug-
gests, for example, that categories are ‘‘theory-like,’’ in that causal
knowledge ^ not simply prototypical attributes or characteristic exem-
plars ^ is built into categories themselves.70 Nonetheless, the issue of
categories and categorization has been interpreted relatively narrowly
in studies of ethnicity.

When we think of categorization in connection with ethnicity, we tend
to think of categories of people. We don’t think of categories of
situations, events, actions, stories, theories, and so on. Yet as Lako¡
observes, most categories ‘‘are not categories of things; they are
categories of abstract entities.We categorize events, actions, emotions,
spatial relationships, social relationships, and abstract entities of an
enormous range.’’71

A cognitive perspective focuses our analytical lens on how people see
the world, parse their experience, and interpret events. This raises a
di¡erent and broader set of questions about racial, ethnic, and national
categorization. The relevant questions are not only about how people
get classi¢ed, but about how gestures, utterances, situations, events,
states of a¡airs, actions, and sequences of actions get classi¢ed (and
thereby interpreted and experienced). The questions, in short, are
about seeing the social world and interpreting social experience, not
simply about classifying social actors, in ethnic terms. The schema
concept can help elucidate and concretize this notion of ethnic ‘‘ways
of seeing.’’

Consider, for example, schemas for events and for standardized
sequences of events. In the cognitive literature, these are sometimes
called scripts.72 A standard example is the ‘‘restaurant’’ schema or
script for the stereotypical sequence of events involved in ordering,
being served, eating, and paying for food at a restaurant. Much knowl-
edge (in the broadest sense) that is relevant to ^ indeed partly con-
stitutive of ^ race, ethnicity, and nationhood is embedded in such event
schemas. For example, a signi¢cant part of the knowledge that many
African Americans have about race may be contained in schemas for
recurrent events or stereotypical sequences of events. These might
include the ‘‘being stopped by the police for DWB [‘driving while
black’]’’ schema or the ‘‘being-watched-in-the-store-as-if-one-were-
considered-a-potential-shoplifter’’ schema. Like all schemas, event
schemas such as these can be activated and generate interpretations
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with minimal or ambiguous inputs. There is no doubt ^ there is indeed
abundant evidence ^ that conscious and unconscious ‘‘racial pro¢ling’’
exists; but it may also be that event schemas such as these can generate
the interpretation and experience of racial pro¢ling even in marginal or
ambiguous situations, thereby further ‘‘racializing’’ social experience.

Or consider social interpretation schemas ^ a loose and heterogeneous
class of schemas that includes all kinds of templates for making sense
of the social world. Ethnicity can be slotted into many of these schemas
so as to generate ethnic variants or subtypes of the schemas. Consider
for example a generic social competition schema, an abstract repre-
sentation of two or more parties competing over some scarce good or
resource. In the generic schema, there is no restriction on the object of
competition (which might be money, prestige, love, market share,
power, etc.) or on the parties (which might be persons, families,
cliques, factions, teams, coalitions, ¢rms, occupational groups, organ-
izations, states, and so on). In addition to this generic social competi-
tion schema, however, there may be a variety of more speci¢c social
competition schemas, de¢ned by speci¢c sorts of objects or by speci¢c
sorts of parties. One of these might be an ethnic competition schema,
perhaps informed by a strong normative ‘‘sense of group position,’’73

in which the parties would be ethnic (or racial or national) groups. If
this ethnic competition schema is easily activated, people may be more
prone to see and experience competition in ethnic rather than other
terms. This is part of what is meant by ethnicization. Given the
pervasive ambiguity of the social world, there is always a great deal of
room for interpretation, and schemas are the mechanisms through
which interpretation is constructed. One key aspect of processes of
ethnicization is that ethnic schemas become hyper-accessible and in
e¡ect crowd out other interpretive schemas.

Broader implications

Apart from their direct applications to the study of ethnicity, the
cognitive perspectives we have reviewed challenge us to revisit founda-
tional issues and recast certain fundamental debates in the ¢eld. In this
¢nal section, we consider the implications of cognitive perspectives for
(1) the conceptualization of the domain of study; (2) the question
whether race, ethnicity, and nation require separate or integrated
analytical treatment; and (3) the perennial debate between ‘‘primordi-
alist’’ and ‘‘circumstantialist’’ approaches.
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Conceptualizing the domain: From things in the world to ways of seeing

Despite the constructivist stance that has come to prevail in sophisti-
cated studies of ethnicity, everyday talk, policy analysis, media report-
ing, and even much ostensibly constructivist academic writing about
ethnicity remain informed by ‘‘groupism’’: by the tendency to take
discrete, sharply di¡erentiated, internally homogeneous, and exter-
nally bounded groups as basic constituents of social life, chief protag-
onists of social con£icts, and fundamental units of social analysis.74

Ethnic groups, races, and nations continue to be treated as things-in-
the-world, as real, substantial entities with their own cultures, their
own identities, and their own interests. In accordance with what David
Hollinger has called pluralist rather than cosmopolitan understand-
ings of diversity and multiculturalism, the social and cultural world is
represented in groupist terms as a multichrome mosaic of mono-
chrome racial, ethnic, or cultural blocs.75

Cognitively oriented work o¡ers resources for avoiding such groupism,
while at the same time helping account for its tenacious hold on our
social imagination. Cognitive perspectives suggest treating racial,
ethnic, and national groups not as substantial entities but as collective
cultural representations, as widely shared ways of seeing, thinking,
parsing social experience, and interpreting the social world. Instead of
conceptualizing the social world in substantialist terms as a composite
of racial, ethnic, and national groups ^ instead, that is, of uncritically
adopting the folk sociological ontology that is central to racial, ethnic,
and national movements ^ cognitive perspectives address the social
and mental processes that sustain the vision and division of the social
world in racial, ethnic, or national terms. Rather than take ‘‘groups’’ as
basic units of analysis, cognitive perspectives shift analytical attention
to ‘‘group-making’’ and ‘‘grouping’’ activities such as classi¢cation,
categorization, and identi¢cation. By their very nature, classi¢cation,
categorization, and identi¢cation create ‘‘groups’’ and assign members
to them; but the groups thus created do not exist independently of the
myriad acts of classi¢cation, categorization, and identi¢cation, public
and private, through which they are sustained from day to day. Race,
ethnicity, and nationality exist only in and through our perceptions,
interpretations, representations, classi¢cations, categorizations, and
identi¢cations. They are not things in the world, but perspectives on
the world ^ not ontological but epistemological realities.76

45



To say this is not to espouse a radical subjectivism or psychologism.77

It is not to privilege what goes on in people’s heads over what goes on
in public. The promise of cognitive approaches is precisely that they
may help connect our analyses of what goes on in people’s heads with
our analyses of what goes on in public. Dan Sperber, for example, has
proposed an ‘‘epidemiological’’ perspective on the distribution and
di¡usion of representations within a population.78 Representations,
according to Sperber, are of two kinds: public representations79 (em-
bodied in texts, talk, monuments, etc.) and mental representations.
Representations of either kind may be idiosyncratic, or they may be
more or less widely shared. Some representations are ‘‘easier to think’’
than others. Lawrence Hirschfeld and Francisco Gil-White have ar-
gued that representations of the social world in terms of putative
intrinsic kinds (including ethnic ‘‘kinds’’) may be easy to think because
of our cognitive architecture.80 Representations that are easy to think
will be more easily communicated, transmitted, and remembered, and
as a result more widely shared, than others.When more or less similar
versions of a representation are widely (but not universally) shared, we
may speak of a cultural (rather than an idiosyncratic personal) repre-
sentation. If Hirschfeld, Gil-White, and others are right about racial,
ethnic, and national categories being easy to think ^ easier to think
than, say, class ^ this would help explain in part why they tend to be
widely shared and powerfully entrenched cultural representations.81

If racial, ethnic, and national categories are easy to think, this does
not, of course, mean that they, or the various schemas in which such
categories may be embedded, are universally active or salient. Indeed a
concern with the di¡usion, distribution, accessibility, and salience of
schemas can help avoid the pronounced tendency, in the literature, to
take the centrality and salience of race, ethnicity, and nation for
granted. Instead of speaking routinely of racial, ethnic, or national
‘‘groups,’’ for example, which carries with it the usual implications of
boundedness and homogeneity and biases the discussion by presuming
the relevance of a racial, ethnic, or national frame or self-understand-
ing, a cognitive perspective suggests speaking of groupness as a vari-
able. Here cognitive perspectives complement other attempts to think
relationally rather than substantially and to problematize groupness
rather than taking it for granted.82 In its cognitive dimensions, group-
ness can be understood as depending not simply on the content of
representations (i.e., on the extent to which the representations high-
light the ‘‘entitativity,’’ the internal homogeneity and external bounded-
ness of the ‘‘group’’83) but on the distribution of such representations
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within a population,84 on their accessibility or ease of activation, on
their relative salience once activated, and ^ not least ^ on the relative
ease with which they ‘‘slot’’ into or ‘‘interlock’’ with other key cultural
representations. This last might be understood as the cognitive coun-
terpart to the notion of ‘‘resonance,’’ which assumed a key place in the
social movement literature on framing and frame alignment. Changes
in groupness ^ short-term £uctuations as well as long-term develop-
ments ^ are cognitively mediated, depending on changes in the distri-
bution or propagation of groupist representations, or on changes in
their accessibility, activation, salience, or resonance. Clearly, social
structural, cultural, and situational factors will be key determinants of
such changes; but we will understand them better when we understand
the cognitive micromechanisms through which such macro-level deter-
minants are mediated.85

What cognitive perspectives suggest, in short, is that race, ethnicity,
and nation are not things in the world but ways of seeing the world.
They are ways of understanding and identifying oneself, making sense
of one’s problems and predicaments, identifying one’s interests, and
orienting one’s action. They are ways of recognizing, identifying, and
classifying other people, of construing sameness and di¡erence, and of
‘‘coding’’ and making sense of their actions. They are templates for
representing and organizing social knowledge, frames for articulating
social comparisons and explanations, and ¢lters that shape what is
noticed or unnoticed, relevant or irrelevant, remembered or forgotten.

One domain or several?

Race, ethnicity, and nationalism were long considered separate analyt-
ical domains, with largely non-overlapping literatures. In the last two
decades, as the literature has become more comparative and less
parochial, the boundaries have blurred.86 The wider spectrum of cases
has undermined neat distinctions that might have worked in some
limited settings ^ for example, in the United States, between ‘‘race’’
(conceptualized in strictly black-white terms mirroring the one-drop
rule), ethnicity (seen as generated by immigration), and nationalism
(understood as something that happens elsewhere, and as de¢nition-
ally linked to state formation).

Still, much ink continues to be spilled in an e¡ort to draw analytical
distinctions among race, ethnicity, and nation. In our view, this
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conceptual casuistry ^ sometimes informed by political concerns ^ is
misplaced. It is not that we wish to treat race, ethnicity, and nation as
one undi¡erentiated domain. Clearly, the domain is highly di¡erenti-
ated. But it does not parse into three clearly bounded subdomains.
Rather, there are many dimensions of di¡erentiation, none of them
coinciding precisely with conventional de¢nitions of domain. An
abbreviated list of these would include:

� Criteria and indicia of membership
� Transmission: manner in which membership is acquired
� Fixedness versus £uidity of membership
� Degree and form of naturalization, i.e. degree and form of appeal to

natural grounding for community
� Degree and form of embodiment; importance attributed to pheno-

typic and other visible markers
� Importance attributed to distinctive language, religion, customs,

and other elements of culture
� Degree and nature of territorialization; importance of territorial

organization and symbolism
� Nature of claims, if any, to autonomy and self-su⁄ciency

These multiple dimensions of di¡erentiation do not map neatly onto
any conventional distinctions among race, ethnicity, and nation.

Cognitive perspectives suggest further reasons for treating race, eth-
nicity, and nation together, as one integrated domain rather than
several distinct domains of study. As we suggested above, race, eth-
nicity, and nation are fundamentally ways of seeing. The cognitive
processes and mechanisms underlying these ways of seeing are identi-
cal throughout the larger domain. If nation, for example, is famously
treated as an ‘‘imagined community’’ or a ‘‘conceived order,’’87 this is
no less true of ethnicity or race. If race, according to Hirschfeld,
involves folk sociologies that divide people into intrinsic, putatively
natural human kinds, this is no less true for ethnicity and nation. If
ethnic boundaries, as Barth says, are sustained by processes of catego-
rical self- and other-description, then this is no less true for racial and
national boundaries. The processes of classi¢cation and categoriza-
tion, formal and informal, that divide ‘‘us’’ from ‘‘them’’; the forms of
social closure that depend on categorizing and excluding certain
potential competitors as ‘‘outsiders’’; the categories and frames in
terms of which social comparison and social explanation are organ-
ized; the schemas, scripts, and cultural models that allow one to
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perceive, experience, or interpret situations and sequences of action in
standardized racial, ethnic, or national terms; the cognitive biases in
the retrieval and processing of information that lead us to evaluate
evidence in selective ways that tend to con¢rm prior expectations and
strengthen stereotypes ^ all of these and many more cognitive and
socio-cognitive mechanisms and processes are involved in essentially
similar forms in phenomena conventionally coded as belonging to
distinct domains of race, ethnicity, and nationalism. Of course there
are great variations in the content of patterns of classi¢cation and
closure, social comparison and explanation, schemas and cultural
models, but these cut across conventional distinctions of domain.

Primordialism and circumstantialism

Cognitive research also invites us to revisit and reframe the classic,
though too often hackneyed, debate between primordialist and cir-
cumstantialist or instrumentalist approaches.88 This debate pits an
understanding of ethnicity as rooted in deep-seated or ‘‘primordial’’
attachments and sentiments89 against an understanding of it as an
instrumental adaptation to shifting economic and political circum-
stances. Cognitive perspectives allow us to recast both positions and
to see them as complementary rather than mutually exclusive.

With the ascent of the social constructionist paradigm, serious engage-
ment of primordialist positions has given way to dismissive references
to ‘‘naturalizing’’ and ‘‘essentializing’’ perspectives. But primordialism
is more subtle and interesting than this. In the oft-cited but seldom
closely analyzed formulation of Cli¡ord Geertz, primordial attach-
ments stem ‘‘from the ‘givens’ ^ or, more precisely, as culture is
inevitably involved in such matters, the assumed ‘givens’ ^ of social
existence,’’ including blood-ties, religion, shared language, and cus-
toms.90 In most discussions, this crucial distinction between perceived
‘‘givens’’ and actual ‘‘givens’’ is lost. Primordialists are depicted as
‘‘analytical naturalizers’’ rather than ‘‘analysts of naturalizers.’’91 In
fact, on the primordialist account, it is participants, not the analysts,
who are the real primordialists, treating ethnicity as naturally given
and immutable.

Thus clari¢ed, the primordialist position cannot be so easily dis-
missed. And cognitive research can give it a stronger empirical foun-
dation, by specifying the natural foundations of the often-observed
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tendency to naturalize ethnicity. Research on ‘‘psychological essential-
ism’’ suggests that ‘‘people act as if things . . . have essences or under-
lying natures that make them the things they are,’’ and that even if this
is ‘‘bad metaphysics’’ it may in many circumstances serve as ‘‘good
epistemology.’’92 Even young children, traditionally understood to
attend primarily to external, visible features of things, in fact have a
¢rm grasp of notions of ‘‘insides’’ and essences.93 Social categories, in
particular, are often (incorrectly) perceived as if they were natural
kinds; as a result, people often infer ‘‘deep essential qualities on the
basis of surface appearance’’ and ‘‘imbue even arbitrary categoriza-
tions with deep meaning.’’94

Hirschfeld and Gil-White extend this line of analysis to race and
ethnicity, positing a deep-seated cognitive disposition to perceive
human beings as members of ‘‘natural kinds’’ with inherited and
immutable ‘‘essences.’’ Drawing on experiments with three- and four-
year olds, Hirschfeld argues that humans have a special-purpose
cognitive device95 for partitioning the social world into what he calls
‘‘intrinsic kinds’’ based on ‘‘shared essences.’’96 This provides the
cognitive foundations for what Hirschfeld calls ‘‘folk sociology,’’ by
which he means the ‘‘commonsense partitive logic or social ontology
that picks out the ‘natural’ kinds of people that exist in the world.’’97

Hirschfeld emphasizes the presence worldwide of a similar deep
classi¢catory logic ^ one that naturalizes social di¡erence by dividing
the social world into putatively deeply constituted groups seen as based
on some shared intrinsic essence ^ underlying what seem at ¢rst glance
to be strikingly di¡erent systems of racial, ethnic, and national classi-
¢cation. Gil-White argues that essentialist reasoning about ethnicity is
derived by analogical transfer from reasoning about biological species.
He speculates that this occurs through the adaptation of an existing
special-purpose cognitive module ^ a ‘‘living-kinds’’ module evolution-
arily tailored to perception of and reasoning about species ^ to
perception of and reasoning about ethnic groups.98

Although Hirschfeld and Gil-White disagree about the particular
nature of the cognitive mechanism at work, both suggest that the
extremely widespread tendency to ‘‘naturalize’’ and ‘‘essentialize’’ ra-
cial, ethnic, and national categories may be grounded in the human
cognitive apparatus. Cognitive perspectives enable us to analyze ‘‘par-
ticipants’ primordialism’’99 without endorsing analytical primordial-
ism. And rather than attribute the naturalization of social di¡erences
to vaguely conceived emotional commitments,100 to an irreducible
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sense of ‘‘identity,’’101 or to ‘‘a certain ine¡able signi¢cance . . . attrib-
uted to the tie of blood,’’102 cognitive perspectives provide potentially
powerful explanations for this tendency.

Cognitive perspectives can help respecify and strengthen the circum-
stantialist position as well.103 Circumstantialists have characterized
ethnicity as situationally malleable and context-dependent. But how
does this work? Accounts have been implicitly cognitive. Okamura, for
example, has suggested that ethnic identities are activated depending
on ‘‘the actor’s subjective perception of the situation in which he ¢nds
himself’’ and ‘‘the salience he attributes to ethnicity as a relevant factor
in that situation.’’104 But what governs the perception of the situation
and the perceived salience of ethnicity? Most accounts are rather
narrowly instrumentalist at this point, suggesting that individuals
strategically manipulate, deploy, mobilize, or downplay ethnicity to
suit their interests. Such deliberate and calculated manipulation of
ethnicity certainly occurs, but circumstantialist perspectives would be
strengthened by a less restrictive account of the micro-mechanisms
that enable and prompt situational shifts in identi¢cation.

As we observed above, cognitive research indicates that much cogni-
tion (and schema-governed cognition in particular) is unselfconscious
and quasi-automatic rather than deliberate and controlled. This sug-
gests that the explicit, deliberate, and calculated deployment of an
ethnic frame of reference in pursuit of instrumental advantage may be
less important, in explaining the situational variability of ethnicity,
than the ways in which ethnic ^ and non-ethnic ^ ways of seeing,
interpreting, and experiencing social relations are unselfconsciously
‘‘triggered’’ or activated by proximate situational cues.105 Attention to
framing processes, too, can help explain the variable salience of
ethnicity and variable resonance of ethnicized discourse.106 By illumi-
nating the cognitive processes that underlie ethnic ways of seeing and
talking, cognitive perspectives can provide a ¢rmer microfoundation
for accounts of ‘‘situational ethnicity.’’

Once each position is respeci¢ed in cognitive terms, it becomes appa-
rent that primordialist and circumstantialist accounts need not be
mutually exclusive. The former can help explain the seemingly univer-
sal tendency to naturalize and essentialize real or imputed human
di¡erences, while the latter can help explain how ethnicity becomes
relevant or salient in particular contexts. Rather than contradicting
one another, they can be seen as directed largely to di¡erent questions:
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on the one hand, how groups are conceived, and folk sociologies
constructed and sustained; on the other hand, how ethnicity works in
interactional practice.

Conclusion

Cognitive perspectives, we have been arguing, suggest new ways of
conceptualizing ethnicity as a domain of study. By treating ethnicity as
a way of understanding, interpreting, and framing experience, these
perspectives provide an alternative to substantialist or groupist ontol-
ogies. They a¡ord strong reasons for treating ethnicity, race, and
nationalism as one domain rather than several. And they suggest a
fresh and fruitful way of recasting the perennial debate between
primordialist and circumstantialist accounts of ethnicity. In addition,
the empirical ¢ndings and conceptual tools of cognitive research can
help illuminate the mechanisms that link the microdynamics of race,
ethnicity and nationalism to macro-level structures and processes.

The skeptic may counter that attending seriously to cognitive research
risks abandoning the social constructionist agenda for a psychologistic
and individualistic approach. We thus conclude with a reminder that
there is nothing intrinsically individualistic about the study of cogni-
tion. The domain of the ‘‘mental’’ is not identical with the domain of
the individual. Indeed, the kind of knowledge in which we are inter-
ested ^ the schemes of perception and interpretation through which
the social world is experienced in racial, ethnic, or national terms ^ is
social in a double sense: it is socially shared knowledge of social objects.
A cognitive approach to the study of ethnicity directs our attention not
to individual psychology but to ‘‘sociomental’’107 phenomena that link
culture and cognition, macro- and micro-level concerns.108 Cognitive
construction, in short, is social construction. It is only in and through
cognitive processes and mechanisms that the social construction of
race, ethnicity, and nation can plausibly be understood to occur.

Cognitive perspectives can also advance the constructivist agenda by
correcting for the elite bias of much constructivist research. By this we
mean the tendency to focus on conspicuously visible constructions,
such as those of political entrepreneurs, high-level state bureaucrats, or
public intellectuals, to the neglect of the less visible (but no less
‘‘constructive’’) activities of common people in their everyday lives. In
his ‘‘insider’s critique’’ of the framing perspective in social movement
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literature, Benford109 points to the need for studies of ‘‘rank-and-¢le’’
framing. Similarly, social constructivism needs studies of the ‘‘rank-
and-¢le’’ construction of racial, ethnic, and national ‘‘realities.’’ Cogni-
tive research provides the conceptual vocabulary and analytical tools
for such an enterprise.

Finally, cognitive perspectives can help realize the constructivist aspi-
ration to capture the relational and dynamic nature of race, ethnicity,
and nation as £uid and contingent products of reiterative and cumu-
lative processes of categorizing, coding, framing, and interpreting.
Instead of asking ‘‘what is race?’’, ‘‘what is an ethnic group?’’, ‘‘what is
a nation?’’, a cognitive approach encourages us to ask how, when, and
why people interpret social experience in racial, ethnic, or national
terms.

The phenomena we call race, ethnicity, and nation surely count among
the most signi¢cant social and cultural structures ^ and among the
most signi¢cant social and political movements ^ of modern times.Yet
they continue to exist only by virtue of being reproduced daily in and
through the quotidian ways of thinking, talking, and acting of count-
less anonymous individuals. Although this is widely recognized in
principle, the mechanisms of this daily reproduction remain little
known. The promise of a cognitive perspective is that it can help us
understand the ways in which these great principles of vision and
division of the social world work in the world at large by specifying
the way they work in ordinary minds and seemingly insigni¢cant
everyday practices.
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