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The Sociology of
the Mind

Why do we eat sardines yet never goldfish, ducks yet never parrots?
Why does adding cheese make a hamburger a “cheeseburger”
whereas adding ketchup does not make it a “ketchupburger”?' And
why are Frenchmen less likely than Americans to find snails revolt-
ing? By the same token, how do we come to regard gold as more pre-
cious than water? How do we figure out which of the things that are
said at a meeting ought to be included in the minutes and which
ones are to be considered “off the record” and officially ignored?
And how do we come to “remember” things that happened long
before we were born?

In its present state, cognitive science cannot provide answers to
any of these questions. In order to even address them, we may very
well need an altogether new vision of “the mind.”

When we think about thinking, we usually envision an individual
thinker—a chess player analyzing his opponent’s last move, a scien-
tist designing an experiment, an old man reminiscing about his
childhood, a young girl trying to solve a mathematical problem.
This vision, so powerfully captured by Auguste Rodin-in his statue
The Thinker, is a typical product of modern Western civilization,
which practically invented individualism. Since the late seven-
teenth century, it has been bolstered by the “empiricist” theories of
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knowledge developed by the British philosophers John Locke and
George Berkeley, who posited a blank mind, a tabula rasa, upon
which the world impresses itself through our senses.

Yet while cognitive individualism’® still dominates the popular
vision of thinking, modern scholarship strongly rejects such a
highly personalized view of the mind. Aside from some small pock-
ets of individualistic resistance in philosophy, economics, and
psychoanalysis, few students of the mind today base their general
vision of thinking on the image of a solitary thinker whose thoughts
are a product of his or her own unique personal experience and
idiosyncratic outlook on the world. In fact, if scientists were to stady
idiosyncratic thought patterns that apply only to particular individ-
uals, we probably would not even consider their findings “scientific.”

The rise of modern cognitive science’ coincides with the decline
of the Romantic vision of the individual thinker and a growing
interest in the non-personal foundations of our thinking. Inspired
by René Descartes’s and Immanuel Kant’s “rationalist” visions of
innate mental faculties that precede our sensory experience of the
world and even condition the way we actually organize it in our
heads, most cognitive scientists today reject Locke’s and Berkeley’s
visions of an a priori empty mind.! The move away from empiricism
toward rationalism has placed reason instead of experience at the
heart of the process we call “thinking.” More important, however, it
has also meant substituting the human for the individual as the pri-
mary locus of cognition.

It is hard not to notice the dramatic shift of attention from the
idiosyncratic to the universal in the modern study of the mind, It is
our cognitive commonality as human beings, rather than our
uniqueness as individual thinkers, that is at the center of the study of
cognition today, and modern theories of the mind typically play
down our cognitive idiosyncrasies, highlighting instead what we
share in common. As evident from the fact that the theoretical agen-
das of Noam Chomsky and Jean Piaget still dominate much of mod-
ern linguistics and developmental psychology, this trend is most
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visibly epitomized in the current interest in the commeon constitu-
tion of our verbal apparatus as well as the seemingly universal
process of our cognitive development.

Cognitive universalism is clearly the dominant vision of the mind
in modern cognitive science, much of which revolves around the
search for the universal foundations of human cognition. Even psy-
chologists, philosophers, linguists, and students of artificial intelli-
gence who do not study the brain itself nonetheless claim to explore
the way humans think. As evident from their general indifference to
their research subjects’ biographical background, most cognitive
scientists today assume a universal, human mind.

It is certainly such universalistic sensitivity that allows cognitive sci-
entists to unravel the universal foundations of human cognition. It
is precisely their concern with our cognitive commonality that has
helped neuroscientists, psychologists, linguists, and students of arti-
ficial intelligence to discover universal patterns in the way we form
concepts, process information, activate mental “schemas.” make
decisions, solve problems, generate meaningful sentences from
“deep” syntactic structures, access our memory, and move through
the various stages of our cognitive development. Yet it is precisely
this commitment to cognitive universalism that is also responsible
for what is probably cognitive science’s most serious limitation.
While it certainly helps cognitive scientists produce a remarkably
detailed picture of how we are cognitively “hard wired,” it also pre-
vents them from addressing the uniistakably non-universal mental
“software” we use when we think.

Thus, their almost exclusive concern with our cognitive com-
monality as human beings prevents cognitive scientists from even
addressing major cognitive differences that do not result from any
fundamental biological differences such as those between normal
adults and children, the brain damaged, the senile, or the mentally
retarded. This presents the modern science of the mind with a very
serious problem since, unlike the way we typically contrast human
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and animal (or adult and infant) cognition, we certainly cannot
attribute the difference between the ancient Roman and present-day
[talian visions of the universe (or between the ways liberals and con-
servatives view ait), for example, to any major difference in their
genetic makeup or the physiology of their brains.

It is hardly surprising, therefore, that some rather critical aspects
of our thinking are stiil largely ignored by cognitive science. After
all, with the exception of cultural anthropologists and cross-cultural
psychologists, most modern students of the mind tend to ignore dif-
ferences in the way we think—differences not only among individu-
als but also among different cultures, social groups, and historical
periods. As a result, few cognitive scientists today would even con-
sider addressing, for example, the difference between the ways in
which gender is conceptualized in California and in Yemen, in which
Catholics and Buddhists {or peasants and academics) envision God,
or in which most Europeans viewed disease in the early thirteenth
century and today. Nor, for that matter, can they help us understand
why we reckon time in terms of hours and weeks and associate doves
with peace. Such intellectual blind spots certainly leave us with less
than a truly comprehensive science of the mind.

When my daughter was six, we had our first talk about what she
should do if anyone ever tried to abduct her. The very next morning
she proudly recounted to me a dream she had that night about pre-
cisely such an attempt, which in fact failed because she managed to
apply the skills 1 had taught her only the day before. Wasn’t she
lucky, she added, that she happened to learn those skills just hours
before she needed to use them for the first time! I have told this story
to many people and discovered that they almost all find it amusing,
Yet there was nothing inherently funny about my daughter’s remark.
In fact, very few people, if any, would have considered it funny only
a hundred years ago, prior to the publication of Sigmund Freud’s
The Interpretation of Dreams,” which totally transformed the way we
think about our dreams.

At the same timme, however, while this should certainly remind us
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that the things we find amusing are not inherently (and therefore
universally) funny, we should also recognize that what we are seeing
here are more than just a bunch of unrelated individuals with some
peculiar sense of humor that somehow happens to be shared by
most of their contemporaries yet, for some odd reason, by no one
older than their grandparents. In a similar vein, when we notice that
many Americans find the idea of eating snails revolting, we should
recognize that what we are seeing is more than just a random collec-
tion of individuals with some peculiar phobia that somehow hap-
pens to be shared by so many of their compatriots yet, for some odd
reason, by only a few French.

The problem with cognitive science is that, except for work pro-
duced by cultural psychologists, cognitive anthropologists, and
lately some developmental and social psychologists, it has thus far
largely ignored the social dimension of cognition. A truly compre-
hensive science of the mind must also inclade a sociology of thinking®
that, by focusing specifically on the sociomental,” would comple-
ment the efforts of psychology, linguistics, the neurosciences, and
artificial intelligence to provide a complete picture of how we think.

Despite a long history of almost totally ignoring sociology, cogni-
tive scientists need to be more open to what cognitive sociology’® can
offer them. Like the other cognitive sciences, it certainly tries to stay
away from our cognitive idiosyncrasies, yet whereas psychology or
linguistics dwell almost exclusively on our cognitive commonality as
human beings, cognitive sociology also highlights major differences
in the way we think. In other words, it tries to explain why our
thinking is similar to as well as different from the way other people
think.

There are three rather distinct levels of analysis one can use for
approaching cognition given the fact that we think both (a) as indi-
viduals, {b) as social beings, and (¢) as human beings. Whereas cog-
nitive individualism naturally addresses only the first of those three
levels, cognitive universalism basically confines itself to the third.
Each, therefore, is somewhat limited in its scope. In addressing the
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middle level, which covers the entire range between thinking as an
individual and as a haman being (thereby including, for example,
thinking as a lawyer, as a German, as a baby boomer, as a Catholic,
and as a radical feminist), cognitive sociology thus helps avoid the
reductionistic tendencies often associated with either of those two
extremes.

Only an integrative approach that addresses all three levels, of
course, can provide a complete picture of how we think.” While cog-
nitive individualism may certainly shed light on the particular
mnemonic techniques I use to remember the password to my elec-
tronic mail account and cognitive universalism may best explain
how I generally store information in my brain, only a sociology of
memory can possibly account for how I remember the Crimean
War. By the same token, whereas in order to understand how we dif-
ferentiate “figures” from their surrounding “ground” we clearly need
a psychology of perception, only a sociology of perception can
account for a culture’s general tendency to perceive children as
resembling their mothers more than their fathers.

In highlighting the social aspects of cognition, cognitive sociol-
ogy reminds us that we think not only as individuals and as human
beings, but also as social beings, products of particular social envi-
ronments that affect as well as constrain the way we cognitively
interact with the world." In probing the social underpinnings of the
mental, it thus brings to the foreground a largely neglected dimen-
sion of our thinking, the full implications of which cognitive science
has yet to explicitly address. As such, it should certainly be an indis-
pensable component of a truly comprehensive science of the mind.

Drawing upon a long sociological tradition most illustriously repre-
sented by Emile Durkheim, Karl Mannheim, George Herbert Mead,
and Alfred Schutz, cognitive sociology recognizes the fact that we do
not think just as individuals. Like the other cognitive sciences, it
strongly rejects the extreme individualistic vision of the absolutely
original solitary thinker, reminding me, for example, that it is not as
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an individual but as a product of a particular social environment
that I dismiss the fundamentalist account of the current AIDS epi-
demic as sheer nonsense, and that if my ten-vear-old son already
knows that the earth is round and that the world is made up of
atoms it is only because he happens to live in the twentieth century.
It also helps remind me that the way I think about death, God, or
sex, for example, is remarkably similar to the way so many other
twentieth-century Westerners happen to think about those matters.

Recognizing our cognitive commonality entails rejecting the
Romantic vision of some “mental Robinson Crusoe” and remem-
bering that even Crusoe, though far from any other Europeans, was
actually still thinking and acting in an unmistakably eighteenth-
century British manner. It also entails abandoning Lockes and
Berkeley’s cognitive empiricism and realizing that perceiving works
of art as “Postimpressionist” or “primitive” has very little to do with
our senses and everything to do with the impersonal, social cate-
gories into which we typically force our personal experience.
Furthermore, it means noticing that we also think about a lot of
things that we have not experienced personally. Engraved in my
mind are not only sensory impressions of the letters I now see on my
computer screen and the sound of my printer, but also the ideas of
Darwin and Rousseau, whom I will never meet, as well as memories
of the voyages of Columbus and Verrazano, which took place more
than four hundred years before [ was born. In short, I experience
the world not only personally, through my own senses, but also
impersonally, through my mental membership in various social
comimunities.

Most of this, of course, attests to the ubiguitous role of language
in our lives. Whereas perception alone would inevitably confine me
to a strictly sensory experience of the world, language allows me to
process reality conceptually and thereby also bypass my senses. In
marked contrast to the absolutely personal nature of sensory per-
ception, language is highly impersonal."! When I use words such as
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“lovalty,” “arrogance,” “authentic,” or “alienated,” for example, I am
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using unmistakably social ideas which clearly did not originate in
my own mind. As Karl Mannheim put it, it is not “isolated individ-
uals who do the thinking, but men in certain groups who have
developed a particular style of thought . .. Strictly speaking it is
incorrect to say that the single individual thinks. Rather it is more
correct to insist that he participates in thinking further what other
men have thought before him.”"

Indeed, the impersonal nature of language enables us to tran-
scend our subjectivity and communicate with others.”” Whereas my
senses confine me to my own personal experience, language allows
me to convey my thoughts to others as well as to share theirs. It is
precisely the impersonal nature of language, therefore, that allows
any true “meeting of the minds.”

The transcendence of subjectivity and the social construction of
intersubjectivity'® help define the distinctive scope and focus of the
sociology of the mind. Essentially rejecting cognitive individualism,
cognitive sociology ignores the inner, personal world of individuals,
basically confining itself to the impersonal social mindscapes we
share in common,"

Such “mindscapes,” however, are by no means universal. What we
cognitively share in common we do not only as human beings but
also as social beings—as Hungarians, as vegetarians, as photogra-
phers, as Methodists. :

As we try to avoid the strictly personal, we need to be careful not
to equate the impersonal with the universal, In other words, when
rejecting cognitive individualism, we need not go all the way to the
other extreme and replace it by cognitive universalism. While some
aspects of our thinking are indeed either purely personal or
absolately universal, many others are neither.

Approaching cognition from an intermediate perspective that
complements yet avoids the extremist stances offered by cognitive
mdividualism and universalism, cognitive sociology keeps remind-
ing us that while we certainly think both as individuals and as
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human beings, what goes on inside our heads is also affected by
the particular thought communities” to which we happen to belong.
Such communities—churches, professions, political movements,
generations, nations—are clearly larger than the individual vet con-
siderably smaller than the entire human race.

The fact that many of the “mindscapes” we commonly share are
not universal also implies that they are neither naturally nor logi-
cally inevitable. Indeed, they are quite often utterly conventional.

As we try to stay away from the strictly subjective, we need not go
all the way to the other extreme and regard everything that is not
subjective as therefore necessarily objective. Indeed, we should try to
avoid the dangerous epistemological pitfall of reification”” and
refrain from attributing absoluteness and inevitability to what is -
actually merely conventional. While much of our thinking indeed
transcends our subjectivity, it is nevertheless often grounded in our
common social experience and not just in our “human nature” or
some absolute standard of “reason.”*® After all, it is not naturally
inevitable to associate owls with wisdom or to mentally relegate
waiters in cocktail parties to the “background.” Nor, for that matter,
is the common distinction we make between violence on the street
and on the football field an inherently “logical” one.

Cognitive sociology helps us avoid the danger of regarding the
merely conventional as if it were part of the natural arder by specif-
ically highlighting that which is not entirely subjective yet at the
same time not entirely objective either, Between the purely subjec-
tive inner world of the individual and the absolutely objective phys-
ical world “out there” lies an intersubjective, social world that is
quite distinct from both of them.'” Unlike the former, it certainly
transcends our subjectivity and can therefore be commonly shared
by entire thought communities. At the same time, in marked con-
trast to the latter, it is neither naturally nor logically inevitable.

This intersubjective, social world is quite distinct from the subjec-
tive world of the individual as well as from the objective world of
nature and logic. It is a world where time is reckoned according to
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neither the sun or the moon nor our own inner sense of duration but,
rather, in accordance with standard, conventional time-reckoning
systems such as clock time and the calendar. It is a world where the
conventional categories into which we force different “types” of
books, films, and music are based on neither our own personal sen-
sations nor any objective logical necessity. Such a world, of course,
constitutes the distinctive domain of the sociology of the mind.

The epistemological effort to refrain from attributing objectivity to
that which is only intersubjective has some important methodolog-
ical implications. Since the social world is regarded as natural only
by those who happen to inhabit it and therefore take it for granted,
the more we can gain access to social worlds that are different from
the one we have come to regard as a given the more we will be able
to recognize the social nature of both.

Thus, in marked contrast to the tendency among most psycholo-
gisis, philosophers, linguists, and neuroscientists today to focus on
our cognitive commonality as human beings, cognitive sociology
tries to promote greater awareness of our cognitive diversity as social
beings. The more we become aware of our cognitive differences as
members of different thought communities, the less likely we are to
follow the common ethnocentric tendency to regard the particular
way in which we ourselves happen to process the world in our minds
as based on some absolute standard of “logic” or “reason” and, thus,
as naturally or logically inevitable.

Just as it resists the Romantic appeal of cognitive individualism by
calling attention to the remarkably similar manner in which differ-
ent individuals actually classify the world, focus their attention, or
reckon time, cognitive sociology also challenges the “imperialistic”
claims of cognitive universalism by highlighting major differences
in the way members of different thought communities perform
those mental acts—differences that clearly cannot be attributed only
to their cognitive idiosyncrasies as individuals. Its main goal is to
show that our cognitive habits are not so different as to be utterly
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idiosyncratic yet at the same time also not so similar as to be
absolutely universal,

Hence the need for a comparative approach to cognition® that
would highlight our cognitive diversity as members of different
thought communities. Such an approach should contrast the cogni-
tive habits of Austrians and Indonesians, Mormons and Muslims,
surgeons and sculptors, college graduates and high-school dropouts
in a conscious effort to rid us of the common illusion that we think.
only as individuals and as human beings.

The clearest evidence of our cognitive diversity as members of
different thought communities, of course, is the existence of numer-
ous culturally specific cognitive traditions. The striking contrast
between traditional Gypsy and Eskimo styles of mental delineation,
for example,” certainly reminds us that there is more than just 2
single natural or “logical” way of classifying the world. Notable dif-
ferences between Western and Navajo styles of propositional rea-
soning™ are likewise indicative of our considerable cognitive diversity
as members of different cultures.

Drawing on a long philosophical, psychological, and anthro-
pological tradition associated with figures like Johann Gottfried
Herder, Wilhelm Wundt, and Benjamin Lee Whorf,™ cognitive soci-
ology indeed views culture as a major locus of cognition. Further-
more, following in the intellectual footsteps of cultural psychology,
it goes beyond even cognitive anthropology in its explicit commit-
ment to a comparative, cross-cultural perspective on cognition.™

Furthermore, in its commitment to examine cognition from a
comparative perspective, cognitive sociology also goes beyond cul-
tural psychology in identifying significant non-idiosyncratic cogni-
tive differences within the same culture. Most spectacular, in this
regard, are intracultural historical changes in cognition, such as the
declining role of religion in French clinical and legal reasoning over
the past few centuries or subtle shifts in Americans’ attention to in-
dividuals’ sex, age, and race over the past few decades.” Indeed, the
waxing and waning of both cognitive individualism and cognitive
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universalism over the last three hundred years suggests that whether
we associate thinking with individuals or with human beings is in
itself affected by various social changes in our intellectnal climate.

Yet generation-specific cognitive traditions are only one particu-
lar instance of the considerable cognitive diversity that exists among
different social groups even within the same culture. Consider the
profound differences between the way astronomers and nystics
envision the universe, for example, or between lawyers and social
workers' general traditions of mental focusing. Indeed, identifying
the various cognitive subcultures that exist within a given society is
one of the most important tasks of cognitive sociology.”®

1ts particular sensitivity to non-idiosyncratic cognitive ditfer-
ences also leads the sociology of the mind to focus on social discord
over cognitive matters. The fact that the very definition of justice,
art, or obscenity, for example, is often contested even within the
same society helps remind us that the way we happen to organize
the world in our minds is neither naturally nor logically inevitable.
Just as instructive, in this regard, are cognitive battles over contested
memories. Such battles are typically between social “camps” rather
than simply between individuals, of course, suggesting that they are
more than just personal. At the same time, the fact that they even
exist helps remind us that the way we happen to process reality in
our own minds is by no means universal.

Another striking cognitive difference specifically addressed by the
sociology of the mind is the one between ordinary, “normal”
thinkers and cognitive deviants such as the demented, whom we typ-
ically regard as “mentally disturbed” because they focus their atten-
tion, frame their experience, classify the world, reckon the time, and
reason somewhat differently from the rest of us.” The existence of
cognitive deviance reminds us once again that the way most of us
happen to process the world in our minds is neither naturally nor
logically inevitable. It also implies the existence of various cognitive
norms® that affect as well as constrain the way we think.
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Thus, it is social rules of focusing, for example, that lead us to dis-
regard certain aspects of our surroundings as mere “background.”
By the same token, social rules of remembrance tell us what we
should remember and what we may {or even must) forget. Various
conventional rules of mental association likewise affect the meaning
we come to attribute to things.

Mental acts such as perceiving, attending, and remembering are
not just physiologically constrained human acts but also unmistak-
ably social acts bound by specific normative constraints. Ignoring or
forgetting something thus often presupposes some social pressure,
however tacit, to exclude it from our attention or memory.

Thinking, in short, has an important normative dimension that
has thus far been largely ignored by students of the mind yet which
cognitive sociology specifically addresses. It is society, after all, that
determines what we come to regard as “reasonable” or “nonsensi-
cal,” and it usually does so by exerting tacit pressure which we rarely
even notice unless we try to resist it® As a result of such pressure, 1
come to perceive sounds I hear as “classical” or “popular” and to
reckon the time in standard, conventional terms such as “8:32,”
“Wednesday,” “Tebruary;” and “1995” even when [ am all by myself,

Like any other social norm, cognitive norms are something we learn,
In other words, we lears how to focus our attention, frame our expe-
rience, generalize, and reason in a socially appropriate manner.

We likewise learn to see things as similar to or different from one
another. After all, whenever we classify things, we always regard only
some of the differences among them as significant and ignore others
as negligible and therefore irrelevant,” yet which differences are
considered significant is something we learn, and ignoring those
that “make no difference” involves tacit social pressure to disregard
them despite the fact that we do notice them, just as we learn that in
order to find a book in a bookstore we must attend to the first letters
of its author’s fast name while ignoring the color of its cover. Sepa-
rating the relevant from the irrelevant, as we shall see, is not just a
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logical but also a normative matter. We likewise learn to “see” the
fine lines separating liberals from conservatives and the edible from
the inedible. Like the contours of our celestial constellations, we
notice such lines only after we learn that we should expect to find
them there! In the same way, we also learn to ignore the moral plight
of cockroaches and remember the Crusades.

This brings us to another major cognitive difference of critical
importance to the sociology of the mind, namely the difference
between children and adults. Unlike adults, young children do not
“see” the fine lines separating Serbs from Croats, the normal from
the perverse, or the sacred from the profane. As evident from the
way they experience Santa Claus or the Tooth Fairy,” nor do they
notice the conventional mental fences separating the “real” world
from the worlds of fiction, fantasy, and play. When my son was three
and pretended that he was an eagle, he believed that his eagleness
was evident not only to the other children who were playing with
him but to all the birds around them as well.

Young children who have not learned yet how to focus their atten-
tion in a socially appropriate manner and therefore attend to that
which is supposed to be disregarded likewise remind us that ignor-
ing the irrelevant is something we learn to do (like my friend’s son,
who, on his first visit to the zoo, instead of looking at the animals,
kept focusing on the patterns in the chain-link fence surrounding
the areas where they were kept).”” A three-year-old boy attending a
circus show for the first time cannot “see” the fine line that, to the
adults around him, so clearly separates the elephant trainers “in the
spotlight” from the attendants who clean after them “in the back-
ground.” Neither can a three-year-old girl attending her first track
meet comprehend why “practice” efforts produced by long jumpers
and shot putters are not even measured. Nor, for that matter, can
two-year-olds play chess or participate in a real conversation, as they
have yet to acquire the ability to jointly share a common focus of
attention with others.”

Yet the difference between children’s and adults’ cognition has to
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do with the fact that they are at rather different stages of their cog-
nitive development not only as human beings but also as social
beings. Learning to reckon the time in terms of “seven-thirty,”
“Wednesday,” or “July,” for example, is part of the process of becom-
ing social that has nothing to do with our psychoecognitive develop-
ment and everything to do with our seciocognitive development.™
That is also true of the process of learning to distinguish the noble
from the crude, ignore the “empty” spaces between buildings,”
regard gerbils as pets and mice as pests, use Peter Pan, Robinson
Crusoe, and Cinderella as metaphors, and remember Moses,
Galileo, and Attila the Hun.

As even developmental psychologists are beginning to recognize
(mainly as a result of the growing influence of Lev Vygotsky’s radi-
cal critique of the classic Piagetian view of how we mentally
develop),” our cognitive development is always situated within a
particular social context and constrained by specific social circum-
stances.” Rather than a solitary individual developing in a vaccam,
the child is essentially a cognitive “apprentice,” socially instructed by
others.” '

It is the process of cognitive socialization that allows us to enter the
social, intersubjective world. Becoming social implies learning not
only how to act but also how te think in a social manner. As we
become socialized and learn to see the world through the mental
lenses of particular thought communities, we come to assign to ob-
jects the same meaning that they have for others around us, to both
ignore and remember the same things that they do, and to laugh at
the same things that they find funny. Only then do we actually
“enter” the social world.

Some of our cognitive socialization is done quite explicitly
through formal education, which accounts for the considerable cog-
nitive differences between people with different amounts of formal
schooling (not to mention between the literate and the illiterate)
even within the same society.” Yet unlike our moral and behavioral
socialization (as manifested in our laws and rules of etiguette),
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much of it is also tacit. When a young boy returns with his mother
from a long day downtown and hears her “official” account of what
they did and saw there, for example, he is getting & tacit lesson in
what is considered relevant (and memorable) and irrelevant (and
forgettable). Though it is only implicit, such a lesson is an important
part of the process of learning how to attend, as well as how to
remember, in a socially appropriate manner.

Consider also the way we learn various conventional distinctions.
Such cognitive socialization is sometimes explicit, as when we learn
in the classroom the difference between fruits and vegetables or
gases and liquids, yet much of it is simply “picked up.” By noting that
some guests always come to her house as part of a larger group
whereas others also come by themselves {(or that some of them also
eat in her kitchen whereas others eat only in the dining room), a
young girl implicitly learns the fine cultural distinctions between
formal and informal relations as well as between various degrees of
intimacy. In a similar vein, by noting that some things in his apart-
rment are always kept in the bedroom or inside drawers whereas oth-
ers are conspicuously displayed in the living room or on the wall, a
young boy also learns the important social distinction between the
private and the public. The presence of special clothes and tableware
on holidays likewise helps introduce both of them to the equally elu-
sive cultural distinction between the special and the ordinary.”

Such tacit socialization is also an inevitable part of the process of
learning a language. After all, when young French speakers learn to
address some people as tu and others as vous, they are being implic-

itly sensitized to the cultural distinction between formal and infor--

mal relations. By the same token, learning that hats are considered
grammatically masculine whereas suitcases are regarded as feminine
also introduces them to gender distinctions in general.
Furthermore, language helps us “typify” the world and thereby
transform every novel experience into a somewhat familiar one.*”
Thus, by downplaying their uniqueness and regarding them as typ-

ical members of certain categories, I come to feel that [ somehow -
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know what to expect from a “guest” or a fellow “passenger” whom
1 have never met. Likewise, whenever I go to a “funeral,” a “wed-
ding,” or a “job interview;” I already have a rough idea of what it will

be like.

The fact that we undergo massive cognitive socialization under-
scores the considerable amount of control society has over what we
attend to, how we reason, what we remember, and how we interpret
our experiences. Since it is normally taken for granted except when
we actively try fo resist it, such sociomental controlis one of the most
insidious forms of social control.

And vet, people in any given social environment are clearly notall
cognitive clones of one another, which suggests that the way we
think is by no means determined totally by society. Each of usisa
member of more than just one thought community* and therefore
inhabits several different social worlds.™ As a result, we each have a
rather wide “cognitive repertoire” and often think somewhat differ-
ently in different social contexts.

Such cognitive diversity happens to be one of the major features
of modern life. Indeed, despite the obvious homogenizing effects of
television, advertisement, and popular culture, modern society is
characterized by its cognitive pluralism."

The roots of modern cognitive pluralism are partly structural.
Greater social mobility (as manifested, for example, in considerably
higher rates of immigration, intermarriage, and remarriage) inev-
itably produces modern affiliation patterns that, in marked contrast
to the somewhat “monocentric” structure of more traditional social
networks,” involve membership in more than just a single social
community.”® As a result, most people nowadays belong to multiple
thought communities.”

To appreciate the cognitive implications of such a distinctively
modern “web of sociomental affiliations,” consider the social struc-
ture of our memories. The modern individual is typically situated at
the intersection of several quite separate “mnemonic communities”




18 / 'Fhe Sociology of the Mind

and there is very little overlap between his or her memories as an
American, as a criminal lawyer, and as a Star Trek fan. This inevi-
tably diminishes our mnemonic commonality with other individu-
als, Whereas in a more traditional, “monocentric” social structure
individuals’ recollections are not that different from those of others
(consider, for example, the war memories of different members of
the same platoon or submarine), that is rarely the case for most of us
today. :

This, in fact, may also help explain the considerable appeal and
resilience of cognitive individualism. Given that we are socially situ-
ated at unique intersections of rather separate thought communi-
ties, our cognitive makeup also tends to be unique. As the networks
of my social affiliations become more complex, my memories, for
example, inevitably become more individnated and, thus, personal.
After all, who else besides me also shares the collective memories of
such separate mnemonic communities as Rutgers University, the
track world, and my wife’s family?

Modern cognitive pluralism is also a by-product of the growing
structural as well as functional differentiation within modern soci-
ety. In an increasingly compartmentalized and specialized world, we
should not be surprised to also find greater cognitive diversity. As
we become both structurally and functionally more different from
one another,” we also come to inhabit more specialized thought
commuities. '

In every society there is an element of social differentiation that
calls for some specialized forms of cognitive socialization. In mod-
ern society, however, where the division of labor is particularly com-
plex, there is also a more complex cognitive division of labor.”" After
all, one would not expect an art dealer, a cook, and a travel agent to
share the same stock of professional knowledge,” just as one would
not expect the cognitive skills of police detectives to resemble those
of baseball players or mechanical engineers. In a world where eye
and ear doctors may no longer read the same professional journals,
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it is hardly surprising that even young children get to choose their
own electives at school.

The process of cognitive socialization does not end at the age of
six, but continues indefinitely as we keep entering new thought
communities. In addition to our basic, “primary” cognitive social-
ization, where we are inducted into society at large and acquire the
knowledge and cognitive skills expected from every single one of its
merubers, we also undergo various forms of “secondary” cognitive
socialization, where we acquire the more specialized knowledge and
skills that are required in specific sectors within it.” As a young
child, I thus learn to speak, read, and count—"primary” cognitive
skills that are expected from practically everyone else around me
(yet which may vary from one society to another as well as histori-
cally within a given society). Later, however, I acquire the more spe-
cific knowledge expected from a librarian {(but not from a dentist),
the more specialized vocabulary I will need as a food critic (but not
as a stock broker), or the particular style of mental focusing required
from surgeons (but not from poets).

Yet the roots of modern cognitive pluralism are partly ideological
as well. The modern opposition to any form of intellectual hege-
mony, for example, is directly responsible for the decline of reli-
gion’s practically monopolistic authority over individuals’ cognitive
socialization, which has in turn led to a proliferation of widely dif-
ferent “thought styles” that are at considerable odds with one
another,™ Consider also the distinctively modern rejection of tradi-
tionalism, which inevitably reduces our cognitive commaonality,
After all, in a world where computer software programs are revised
almost every other year (in marked contrast to traditional “canoni-
cal” texts such as the Vedas or the Bible, which have yet to be funda-
mentally revised after a couple of millennia}, there is clearly less and
fess that individuals cognitively share in common,

The modern rejection of tradition is also reinforced by our
strong commitment fo individuality in general and originality in
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Figure 1.1. The scope and agenda of cognitive sociology
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particular. In sharp contrast to more traditional (religious, military,
juridical) systems of education, where individuals. are basically
taught and expected to cognitively reproduce what their predeces-
sors have already thought before them (and which are therefore
rarely concerned with plagiarism, for example), modern education
promotes a pronouncedly skepticist (and thereby inevitably irrever-
ent) spirit of free inquiry.” If there was ever a period in human his-
tory when individuality and originality were celebrated to such an
extent, it is now. People who only five centuries ago would have been
burned alive because they refused to think like everyone else around
them actually win Nobel laurels today precisely because of their
unabashed display of unbridled originality.

This book is an invitation to examine the social foundations of our
thinking. It is organized around a discussion of six major cognitive
acts—perceiving, attending, classifying, assigning meaning, remem-
bering, and reckoning the time—with each of the following six
chapters specifically devoted to one of them. Each of these acts, of
course, is performed by specific individuals with certain personal
cognitive idiosyncrasies. Each of them, at the same time, is also per-
formed by human beings with certain universal cognitive common-
alities. Yet each of these six cognitive acts is also performed by social
beings who belong to specific thought communities. [t is this latter,
social dimension of our thinking that I try to capture.

As evident from Figure 1.1, T highlight the distinctive thrust of
cognitive sociology by committing myself throughout the book to a
supra-personal yet nevertheless sub-universal level of analysis. In
other words, in order to integrate the individualistic and universal-
istic traditions of approaching cognition, we must focus precisely on
what they have thus far left almost untouched between them.

Throughout the book, I therefore specifically stay away from cog-
nitive individualism by calling attention to the strikingly similar
manner in which different individuals reckon the time or assign
meanings to objects as well as to their common memories and




22 | The Seciology of the Miud

rather similar cognitive maps of the world. In other words, 1 delib-
erately ignore the strictly personal world of individuals and their
cognitive idiosyncrasies and focus exclusively on the impersonal
mindscapes they share. At the same time, however, I also stay away
from cognitive universalism by calling attention to their cognitive
differences as members of different thought communities. I thus
focus on different culturally specific patterns of performing a given
cognitive act, major historical changes in the way it has been per-
formed within a given culture, as well as different subculturally spe-
cific patterns of performing it within a given society. To further
underscore the conventional nature of the way in which we focus
our attention, frame our experience, or remember things, I likewise
examine the politics of cognition, calling attention to major disputes
surrounding the performance of those acts within a given society.
In an effort to highlight the normative dimension of our thinking, I
also identify various social rules (of interpreting, focusing, catego-
rizing, associating, and remembering) that constrain our cognition.
The six cognitive acts I examine in this book, of course, do not
exhaust the phenomenon we call “thinking.”*® Exploring their social
foundations, however, ought to give us at least a general idea of what
cognitive sociology has to offer the modern science of the mind.

2/

Social Optics

A good way to begin exploring the mind would be to examine the
actual process by which the world “enters” it in the first place. The
first step toward establishing a comprehensive sociology of the mind,
therefore, would be to develop a sociology of perception.'

The way we perceive things is often influenced by the way they are
perceived by others around us.” Furthermore, we often perceive
them in a social manner even when there is no one else around us.
Colors, for example, are recognized much more easily when we have
distinct names for them and, since languages vary in the way they
cut up the color spectrum, people from ditferent cultures often vary
in their color perception.’ Along similar lines, there are considerable
differences between cultures and across different levels of education
within the same culture in depth perception, in perceptual organi-
zation, and in individuals’ susceptibility to optical illusions.*

Yet perception is more than what experimental psychologists
study in their laboratories, since it involves more than just a sensory
experience of the world. The meaning of “sensing,” “smelling,” or
“hearing,” for example, clearly transcends its literal connotation.
Our “outlook” and “taste” likewise transcend our strictly sensory
experience of our physical surroundings.

It is particularly important, in this regard, to address the interpre-
tive dimension of perception, since what we experience through our

23
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senses is normally “filtered™ through various interpretive frame-
works. Indeed, separating the act of “pure” physical perception from
the mental processing of the sensory information we obtain through
it makes very little sense from an epistemological standpoint,

As we shall see, our social environment plays a major roke in how
we actually interpret things. The way we mentally process what we
perceive through our senses is to a large extent socially mediated.

Even perception cannot be reduced to purely sensory experience,
essentially underscoring the inherent limitations of a strictly em-
piricist view of cognition. After all, what we see or hear is also
affected by our particular cognitive “orientation” prior to the actual
act of perceiving. The experience of listening to a piece of music that
I know was written by Mozart, for example, is quite different from
that of listening to the very same piece without knowing who wrote
it.* It is their often-different preconceptions that likewise lead differ-
ent jurors to perceive the very same factual evidence presented to
them in court so differently.

Even when I encounter something for the very first time, my
mind is hardly a tabula rasa. Indeed, I often have some prior expec-
tations, which accounts for such common experiences as disap-
pointment and surprise.” Such expectations are based on schematic
mental structures that exist in my mind prior to the actual act of
perception and which strongly affect the way I process my sensory
experience.® We often develop a strong cognitive “commitment” to
such structures, to the point of actually trying to make what we per-
ceive through our senses fit them instead of the other way around. In
order to make sense of novel situations, we thus often iry to men-
tally force them into such pre-existing schemas.”

A classic example of the way we perceive novel objects and situa-
tions as mental extensions of familiar schemas is the case of the
Furopean “discovery” of America in the 1490s, which is distinctly
characterized by Colurmbus’s extremely stubborn attempts to force
everything he encountered on its shores into the image of the world
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he had prior to his arrival there. Not only did that image remain vir-
tually untouched by what he actually found on the other side of the
Atlantic, it also affected the way he perceived the latter, as evident
from his relentless efforts to force this totally unfamiliar new world
into the familiar contours of the old. Thus he identified America as
“the Indies” and its native inhabitants as “Indians,” and though the
natives of Cuba told him that it was only an island, he kept insisting
that it was actually part of the Asian mainland. Even when he later
admitted to himself that the northern shore of South America was
not Asia, he nevertheless proceeded to identify it as the Garden of
Eden, thereby cosmographically “placing” it in a way that would still
not compel him to transgress the confines of his preconceived image
of a tricontinental world. Indeed, his prior expectations distorted
even his sensory impressions of America, leading him to “hear” the
natives of Costa Rica say that he was only a couple of weeks away
from the Ganges as well as to “find” in the New World exclusively
Old World plants such as cinnamon and nutmeg!"

The way in which our perception is affected by our prior cogni-
tive orientation is also quite evident in science. Even in the world of
natural, “hard” science, what one observes is never totally indepen-
dent of the particular “lens” through which it is mentaily processed.
Even seemingly objective scientific “facts,” in other words, are
affected by the particular mental filters through which scientists
process what they observe in their heads. When scientists turn their
telescopes or microscopes to the world around them, their minds
are not tabulae rasae passively waiting to register the sensory im-
pressions they are about to receive. Even astronomers and micro-
biologists do not simply observe the world “as it is” How they
perceive it is always affected by their particular cognitive orienta-
tions prior to the actual act of observing it."

Hence the “optical” significance of scientific revolutions. Con-
trary to popular belief, the main thrast of such revolutions is far
more epistemological than strictly factual.”” They are primarily cog-
nitive upheavals that radically transform the way we “look” at the
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world. While they may not always involve the discovery of any new
tacts, they do offer us new mental lenses through which old ones may
be seen in a new way.

Indeed, it is not always new factual findings that even prompt
.such revolutions in the first place but, quite often, a reexamination
of some old facts (such as the daily rising and setting of the sun in
the case of the Copernican revolution in astronomy) through some
new mental lenses. In other words, great scientific discoveries are
often the result of dramatic epistemological shifts that involve
“looking™ at the very same reality from an altogether new mental
angle. By simply shifting our mental gaze, we may thus come to “see”
things we have never noticed before, even in extremely familiar
environments (like Boggle players who start noticing new words as
soon as they change the angle from which they look at the jumbled
letters before them).

Consider, for example, the great revolution in modern COSmMogra-
phy prompted by Europe’s realization that' Columbus was wrong
and that America is in fact quite distinct as well as fully detached
from Asia. It was certainly not the discovery of some new factual
findings that set the early-sixteenth-century Europeans who came to
view America as a New World apart from those who, following
Columbus, stubbornly maintained that it was only an extension of
the Old. (Throughout the sixteenth century, many European cos-
mographers and cartographers kept insisting that Mexico and
China were one and the same and that Asia and North America were
actually joined by a land bridge.)"” When German cosmographer
Martin Waldseemiiller in 1507 became the first European to explic-
itly identify America as a new continent fully surrounded by water,"
it was still six years before Vasco Nufiez de Balboa managed to cross
the Isthmus of Panama, reach America’s western shore, and drive the
first nail into Columbus’s cosmographic coffin by introducing
Europe to the great ocean lying beyond his “Indies”"” Only in 1778
did James Cook conclusively establish the absolute separateness of
North America from northeast Asia.'® In other words, it took almost
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three hundred years since Columbus’s first encounter with the New
World for Furope to have definitive proof that it is indeed fully
detached from the Od.

It was not that Waldseemiiller had more factual knowledge about
the new continent than its official “discoverer.” In fact, since he may
not have even been to America, he certainly had much less informa-
tion about it than Columbus, who had actually spent several years
there. Rather, it was his readiness to “look” at the newly discovered
lands beyond the Atlantic through a new mental lens that led him to
figure out that they were both distinct and detached from Asia.
Whereas Columbus “viewed” America as a mere extension of the
familiar (that is, as a group of islands lying somewhere off the shores
of China), Waldseemiiller was prepared to re-view it as an altogether
new cosmographic entity, and thereby to literally rediscover Colum-
bus’s “Indies” as “America.”

The shift from regarding America as a mere extension of the Old
World to “seeing” it as an altogether separate New World bears a
striking resemblance to the historic shift within Western medicine
from regarding men and women as merely two variants of a single
sex to perceiving them as two entirely distinct sexes—a dramatic
cognitive revolution that occurred only relatively recently. Until two
centuries ago, Western science basically viewed women not as a dis-
tinct sex but as men turned outside in. Human anatomy textbooks
thus stressed the structural similarities between the male and female
reproductive systems, graphically playing up the considerable mor-
phological affinity between ovaries and testicles or labia and fore-
skin as well as refraining from assigning various female sexual
organs distinct names (and, thus, identities). Only toward the end of
the eighteenth century did they start to explicitly call attention to
the morphological contrast between men and women, thereby pro-
moting an altogether new “view” of sex."”

As with Europe’s mental discovery of America, what actually
prompted this dramatic change from an essentially isomorphic to a
dimorphic view of sex were not any new facts but, rather, a dramatic
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change in the nature of the mental lenses through which modern
medicine has come to view old ones, Qur sexual anatomy, after all,
did not undergo any radical changes two hundred years ago. Nor
were any new factual discoveries made around that time that might
have warranted abandoning the traditional isomorphic view of sex.
(In fact, modern research in embryology has only further reaffirmed
the considerable morphological affinity between males and
females.) What did start to change toward the end of the eighteenth
century were the social and political relations between men and
women in Europe, which led many anxious Europeans to start look-
ing for “hard” evidence of fundamental natural differences between
them. The dramatic change in how we have come to view sex, in
other words, was prompted not by any changes in our factual
knowledge of human anatomy but by major changes in our social
and political climate which prompted a strong cognitive need to
play up the “obvious” differences, rather than the equally obvious
similarities, between women and men.*

The history of the Western perception of female genitals reminds us
that there is always more than only one way to perceive something.
No single “view” of any object, in other words, is inevitable.

Furthermore, the difference between the various views of an
object one gets through different mental lenses is not always one
between more and less correct ones. It is still not absolutely clear, for
example, whether men and women are “indeed” two distinct sexes
or just two variants of a single sex. The relation between them is a
combination of both similarity and difference, and the decision as to
which of those one should highlight is therefore by no means
inevitable, '

At this particular moment in history the dimorphic “view” of sex
certainly prevails over the old isomorphic view. Yet just because it
happens to be the more recent predominant view does not necessar-
ily mean that it is therefore also the more correct one. Despite the
common “contempocentric” tendency to mistake currentness for

Social Opties / 29

correctness and thus regard the history of ideas as a linear progres-.
sion toward some absclute Truth, it is not at all clear why we should
assume that our modern vision of sex is indeed objectively more
“correct” than its traditional precursor.

One of the important lessons of history is that the mental lenses
through which we “see” the world keep changing all the time. As a
result, we have no basis for claiming that our own visions of reality
are more definitive than were those of our predecessors. Back in the
fourteenth century, people were probably just as arrogant about the
absolute correctness of their own “view” of the world as we are
about ours today.

Even in science (which, more than any other cognitive frame-
work, we tend to regard as a system of absolute truths) there is more
than only one mental lens through which one can “observe” things.
As a result, there is always more than just a single “scientific” way of
perceiving them, and scientists who look at the same reality through
different mental lenses indeed often end up generating somewhat
different “facts.”" The difference between different scientific views
of reality (such as whether we view light as made of particles or
waves, for example) is therefore not always a function of their being
more or less factually correct.

This is even more true, of course, of nonscientific (moral, reli-
gious, ideological) “views” of the world. Whether a particular paint-
ing is to be “seen” as art or sacrilege or whether military dictatorship
is to be perceived as a legitimate or a morally unacceptable form of
government, for example, cannot ever be objectively resolved. Nor,
for that matter, can any of the many disputes between liberals and
conservatives over the “correct” way to view taxes, school prayer,
intermarriage, or abortion.”

“Optical” pluralism is an inevitable result of the fact that there are
many different mental lenses through which one could possibly
“see” an object. In other words, there is always more than only one
cognitive “standpoint” from which something can be mentally
approached. As a result, there is also more than just a single way in
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which it can be “correctly” perceived. This accounts for our “optical”
diversity, the fact that different people often perceive the very same
reality somewhat differently.

The way we perceive things is inevitably affected by how we are
mentally positioned relative to them (that is, by the particular per-
spective from which we “view” them). And since there is always more
than just a single mental stance from which something can be
“seen,” the same object is very often perceived somewhat differently
by different people, as the classic story about the blind men and the
elephant so effectively reminds us. After all, the very same magic
show certainly looks quite different from the perspectives of young
children and adults, and what their clients typically experience as
play is usually perceived by prostitutes as work. Tourists” romantic
view of an island’s sandy beaches is likewise typically lost on the
local islanders, who “see” them primarily as the place from which
they launch their fishing expeditions every night. That the very same
reality may “look™ so different to different people is a useful
reminder that the particular way in which we happen to perceive
something is by no means inevitable. Despite our common ten-
dency to reify it, the particular mental lens through which we look at
the world is only one of many possible lenses we could have used.

“Optical” pluralism or “perspectivism” does not preclude the
existence of an objective reality. It does, however, tie the validity of
the different “views” of that reality to particular standpoints rather
than to some absolute Truth.”’ As such, it underscores the inherent
futility of any attempt to compare different cognitive outlooks to
one another in terms of their “correctness.”

The difference between different cognitive “outlooks,” in short, is
not always one between sharp and blurred vision. Very often, it is a
difference between different yet equally valid visions through differ-
ent mental lenses, It is not unlike the difference between looking at
something through a telescope and through a microscope, or
between the various angles or distances from which one might look
at a painting.” After all, there is no one correct angle or distance to
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look at paintings—examining the artist’s brush technique and
appreciating the picture’s overall balance, for example, require alto-
gether different distances, neither of which is necessarily more “cor-
rect” than the other. The difference between our various “outlooks”
on the world, therefore, is very often a difference between different
vet equally valid cognitive alternatives.

Yet the fact that our “interpretive positions™” are not inevitable does
not mean that they are therefore necessarily all personal and subjec-
tive. The schematic mental structures that help us make sense of
what we perceive through our senses, for example, are usually based
on intersubjective, conventionalized typifications.” Society, in
short, plays a major role in organizing our “optical” predisposi-
tions.” Indeed, many of the mental lenses through which we come
to “see” the world are actually sociomental lenses grounded in par-
ticular social environments. _

As such, they are also highly impersonal. The particular cognitive
standpoint from which T “see” that it is the earth that revolves
around the sun rather than the other way around, for example, is
also shared by many others around me. When I adopt it, I am thus
adopting an unmistakably impersonal outlook that exists indepen-
dently of me.

Thus, it is not only as individuals but also as members of particu-
lar social environments that we become receptive to particular
“views” of reality. The mental visions of the world promoted by Dar-
win, Einstein, Picasso, or Kafka, for example, are generally received
today quite differently from the way they probably would have been
received eighteen hundred years ago. The difference, however, has
little to do with the differences between the personal outlooks of
particular second-century and twentieth-century individuals and
everything to do with the fundamental difference between the gen-
eral intellectual climates of those two centuries.*

By the same token, it is not only as individuals but also as mem-
bers of particular social environments that we tend to resist and
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reject certain “views” of the world. For example, it is not as an in-
dividoal but as a member of a highly rationalistic, scientifically-
minded society that I usually dismiss prophecies made by astrologers
and fortune-tellers while at the same time accepting pollsters’ and
meteorologists’ statistically-based predictions and forecasts. It is as
a member of a highly secular culture that I likewise tend to dismiss
religious accounts of natural disasters as sheer nonsense.

Not only are the cognitive stances we adopt as members of partic-
ular social environments external to us, they also constrain our
mental “vision” by exerting upon us tremendous pressure to con-
form to them,” which explains the relatively small rumber of “opti-
cal” deviants who dare to defy or ignore the “optical” norms of their
social environment by maintaining a “view” of the world that is at
odds with the one commonly shared by others around them. {The
fact that such poclkets of deviance nonetheless do exist, however,
helps discredit any essentialist approach to perception.) Society may
no longer burn such cognitive heretics at the stake, yet they never-
theless still generate scorn and ridicule and even stand the risk of
being locked up in mental institutions for having some fundamen-
tal “cognitive disorder.” There may be potential Freuds and Darwins
among us about whom we will never hear only because, unlike
Freud or Darwin, they may lack the intellectual courage to voice
their heretical views and thereby risk “cognitive excommunication.”

“Looking” at the world from an impersonal perspective presupposes
a certain cognitive ability to transcend our subjectivity and adopt
others’ “views” as if they were our own.”® Such an ability allows us to
“see” things not only with our own eyes but also through imper-
sonal mental lenses commonly shared by others around us as gen-
eral frameworks for organizing their perception.

This presupposes some fundamental process of “optical” social-
ization where we learn to “look” at things in unmistakably social
ways. After all, children are not born with the conventional mental
schemas that later help them make sense of every new situation they
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encounter, Nor is sociologists’ distinctive “view” of the world {“the
sociological imagination”)® something they happen to develop as
individuals. Indeed, it is an impersonal outlook which they acquire
through their membership in a particular professional community.

“Optical” socialization typically takes place within particular
thought communities {a particular profession, a particular religion,
a particular generation), which is how we come to perceive things
not only as individuals but also as engineers, as Catholics, or as baby
boomers.” Each of these “optical” communities has its own distinc-
tive “optical” tradition, and membership in it entails learning to
“see” the world through its particular mental lenses,

Such “optical” traditions are not just random collections of ways
of “seeing” particular objects but, rather, general, global world-
views.” The way liberals typically perceive modern art, for example,
is not unrelated to their “views” of affirmative action, sex education,
or the environment. Nor, for that matter, is conservatives’ typical
“outlook” on abortion unrelated to the way they view drugs, homo-
sexuality, school prayer, or welfare. Thus, when we talk about con-
servatism or liberalism, we are actually talking about a general
“optical” style” of perceiving things.

Such general outlooks typically affect the mental vision of entire
“optical” communities and not just particular individuals within
them, since they are available to practically everyone who wears the
community’s distinctive mental lenses and thus commonly shared
by all of its members. As such, they are clearly also more than just
aggregates of the personal outlooks of all the individual members of
the community. In other words, they are genuinely collective.”

As a result, within each “optical” community, individuals usually
tend to perceive things somewhat similarly, since they basically “see”
the world through the same mental lenses. {(Indeed, an “optical”
community is the social unit from within which the world “looks”
the samel!) It is, then, a particular society rather than just particu-
lar individuals within it that tends to “see” children as resembling
their mothers more than their fathers.™ Similarly, it is the entire
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profession of landscape design rather than just particular designers
 that tends to see our physical surroundings primarily in aesthetic
terms.

Yet whereas the outlooks of people who belong to the same “opti-
cal” community and thus “see” the world through the same mental
lenses are basically similar, they are usually quite different from
those of people who come from somewhat different social {reli-
gious, professional, class) backgrounds and therefore use altogether
different ones. While landscape designers may have somewhat simi-
lar sensitivities when they see a house, they are considerably differ-
ent from the ones shared by roofers, firemen, police detectives, or
appraisers. By the same token, Ingmar Bergman fllms “look” quite
different to working-class and college-educated audiences, as do
nude photographs of women to art students and radical feminists.
And the same passage that white readers tend to interpret as involv-
ing physical aggression is usually perceived by black readers as rather
innocuous.” In short, while the world may indeed “look” the same
to people who happen to wear the same sociomental lenses, it actu-
ally looks quite different to people who do not.

Lest we forget, given our rather intricate webs of social affilia-
tions, each of us is in fact a member of many different “optical”
communities. As a result, we often “see” the world somewhat differ-
ently as we switch the sociomental lenses through which we actually
“view” it. Just as I may perceive the very same person quite differ-
ently when I am sexually aroused™ and when [ am not {or a party
when T host it or merely attend it as a guest), my perspective on the
Holocaust is significantly different when 1 “look” at it as a sociologist
or as a Jew whose father’s family was virtually wiped out in it. Hav-
ing a complete picture of an individual’s “web of sociomentat atfili-
ations” is therefore critical for understanding the full complexity of
how he or she actually “sees” the world. '

The Social Gates of

Consciousness

To further appreciate the ubiquitous presence of society in our
minds, let us also examine its role in delineating the scope of our
attention and concern. As we shall see, not only does our social envi-
ronment affect how we perceive the world; it also helps determine
what actually “enters” our minds in the first place.

QOur thinking is inherently limited. There are numerous things
about which we could conceivably think yet which nevertheless do
not even “cross” our minds. That is true of our purely sensory expe-
rience as well. There are many things around us which we could
technically perceive through our senses yet which nonetheless
remain “outside” our consciousness.

Consider, for example, what we actually see. Not only is our vision
inherently bounded by our horizons,' our actual visual range is also
curbed in the process of focusing, where much of what is physically
around us is nonetheless excluded from the inner part of our field of
vision and relegated to our “peripheral” vision. Attending something
in a focused manner entails mentally disengaging it (as a “figure”)
from its surrounding “ground,” which we essentially ignore.”

Focus, horizon, figure, and ground are all visual images, yet they
are also highly evocative metaphors that are extremely useful in ana-
lyzing non-visual forms of mental delineation as well.’ Hence their
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great value for students of both attention (visual as well as non-
visual) and concern.

In an effort to address more than just the more obvious, physical
aspects of attention, I shall proceed to examine here the general
process of mental focusing (as well as the general phenomenon of
mental horizons). In doing so, I shall likewise expand the traditional
meaning of the distinction between “figure” and “ground” to also
include the more general distinction between the relevant and the
irrelevant, a fundamental distinction that captures the very essence
of the process of focusing.

Inevitably, perception also presupposes some imperception. After
all, in order to be able to perceive the contents of a painting, | must
also ignore the wall surrounding it.* By the same token, in order to
become cognitively sensitized to the ritual aspect of business or to
the normative aspect of fashion, sociologists must also become
desensitized to their pragmatic and aesthetic aspects first.

As evident from our failure to notice objects which visually blend
with their immediate surroundings,” mental fusion entails mental
dissolution. In order to be able to focus on something, we must per-
ceive some noticeable discontinuity between that which we are to
attend and that which we are to ignore. As any active user of camou-
flage (from rabbits and chameleons to soldiers and cosmeticians)
knows, without such discontinuity it is practically impossible to dif-
ferentiate any mental “figure” from its surrounding ground.

In helping separate the relevant from the irrelevant, it is essen-
tially our mental horizons that enable us to ignore certain parts of
reality as mere background and thereby grasp (visually as well as
mentally} any “thing” at all. As effective mental limits, they basically
protect us from the cognitive predicament of being constantly bom-
barded by an undifferentiated stream of stimuli. Indeed, it is psy-
chotics’ general difficulty with limits that makes it so hard for them
to effectively separate the relevant from the irrelevant and thereby
attend anything in a focused manner.’
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Yet delineating our attention also entails some mental constric-
tion. After all, the fine lines that help us separate that which ought to
“enter” our minds from everything else inevitably also constrict our
thinking.

Our mental horizons limit more than just our perceptual field.
Like their prototypical exemplars, which literally impose visual clo-
sure on our physical surroundings, they basically “close” our minds
by helping delineate what we consider relevant. After all, there is
much more that could “enter” our consciousness vet is nevertheless
excluded as irrelevant because it basically lies “beyond” our mental
horizons.

To get a first glimpse of the role of our mental horizons in “closing”
our minds, consider some of the things we usually tend to ignore as
irrelevant. In an ordinary conversation, rarely do we actually notice
the color of the buttons on the shirt of the person with whom we are
talking or the kind of watch he is wearing despite the fact that both
are clearly within our field of vision. In a business meeting, we usu-
ally do not notice who is drinking coffee, adjusting his eyeglasses, or
simply doodling. Such “background” activities’ are normally fore-
grounded (thereby explicitly forcing themselves into our sphere of
focused attention) only when something unusual happens, as when
somebody accidentally spilis his coffee.

With the possible exception of first dates, psychotherapy sessions,
and job interviews, where we tend to regard practically everything as
relevant, social situations are typically surrounded by mental fences®
which mark off only part of what is actually included in .our percep-
tual field as relevant, thereby separating that which we are expected
to attend in a focused manner from that which we are supposed to
leave “in the background” and essentially ignore. Such “frames™ are
designed to help us disregard a considerable part of our sensory
experience as “out-of-frame”"” and therefore irrelevant.

Consider, for example, the art frame, quintessentially embodied
by the picture frame. Picture frames, of course, are specifically
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designed to help viewers ignore the wall surrounding the picture, In
this, they also resemble the mental brackets' surrounding concerts,
which are supposed to help the audience disregard musicians’
“background” activities that are not considered an integral part of
the artistic performance in which they are nonetheless visually
embedded (replacing a mouthpiece, adjusting one’s music stand,
wiping the spittle off one’s horn). '

Consider also the play frame, After all, when we play checkers, the
actual material of which the pieces are made is considered irrelevant
to the game and therefore out-of-frame. (In fact, when a particalar
piece happens to be missing, players often replace it with a coin,
thereby also disregarding the latter’s ordinary monetary value,
which is “bracketed off” as irrelevant!) Similarly, when we play
chess, we normally ignore mere “accidents” such as unintentionally
knocking a piece off the board (not to be confused, of course, with
the act of deliberately removing a piece that has been officially cap-
tured, which is considered within the play frame and therefore part
of the game). In checkers as well as in chess, players’ religion, weight,
sexual preferences, and political views are likewise bracketed off as
absolutely irrelevant to the game."

The mental discontinuity between the framed and the out-of-
frame also applies to people. Indeed, it is hard to find a more blatant
manifestation of the role of our mental horizons in regulating what
actually “enters” our minds than the way we often treat certain peo-
ple as irrelevant, essentally excluding them from our sphere of
attention despite their obvious physical presence within our percep-
tual field.

As evident from the often-heard question “Who asked you, any-
way?” mere physical presence at a situation does not necessarily
guarantee inclusion in the mental frame surrounding it and delin-
eating what is considered relevant. Very often only some of the peo-
ple who are actually present at a situation are also considered
full-fledged participants in it, whereas others are regarded as mere
bystanders who can be practically ignored. These are people who are
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clearly included within the range of our senses yet who are nonethe-
less mentally situated out of our focus. (This typically tacit distinc-
gion between full-fledged “participants” and mere “bystanders”
usually becomes explicit only when the latter, essentially defying
their “background” status, unexpectedly force themselves into the
former’s sphere of attention, as when a kibitzer offers unsolicited
advice to cardplayers, or when a nosy cab driver suddenly joins an
ongoing conversation among his passengers. )"

Nowhere is the way we assign certain people “nonperson” status
more blatantly evident than in the case of the very young. It is quite
common for adults to not even notice the small children running
around them at weddings or picnics (which also accounts for their
occasional use, along with housekeepers, butlers, chauffeurs, and
other “background people,” in various forms of espionage).” As a
result of their perceived irrelevance, even our ordinary senses of pri-
vacy and shame are often suspended in their presence. Thus, for
example, it is not uncommon for parents to discuss highly sensitive
subjects in front of very young children or even to make love in the
presence of infants (thereby practically treating them like lamps,
curtains, or chairs).

»l4

To get a further glimpse of the role of our mental horizons in “clos-
ing” our minds, consider also the process of moral focusing, After all,
the fine lines separating the relevant from the irrelevant also confine
our moral attention to a certain “circle of altruism”*® which they
help delineate. Any object we perceive as lying “outside” this circle
(that is, “beyond” our moral horizons} is essentially considered
morally irrelevant and, as such, does not even arouse our moral
concerns.

Our moral sentiments are rarely ever boundless. After all, even
the most inclusive notion of “universalism” nevertheless presup-
poses some tacitly bounded universe! Even among those who con-
tend that “everyone” in America should have free access to medical
care, for example, very few would actually go so far as to extend such




40 / The Social Gates of Consciousness

moral concerns 1o also include tourists (not to mention pigeons or
raccoons). By the same token, even the strongest advocates of the
moral crusade to extend the “basic right to live” to the unborn often
refuse to grant the very same right to convicted murderers, who,
they believe, have in effect placed themselves beyond society’s moral
horizons. _

Along similar lines, even the most broadly defined notions of
altruism {that is, regard for the welfare of others) nevertheless exclude
at least some possible objects of concern as morally irrelevant, Most
so-called altruists tacitly restrict their definition of “others” to
humans, rarely extending it to include the weeds we remove from
our lawns, the cockroaches and rats we so casually try to poison, or
the dartboards, punching bags, tennis balls, and bowling pins we so
brutally attack for fun. Nor, for that matter, do even the most “con-
siderate” among us have much empathy towards the car doors we
slam or the candles we burn, And even those who knit little sweaters
to protect their puppies from the cold rarely show such concern
toward the fish or vegetables lying in their freezers (not to mention
the homeless poor).

The mental horizons separating that which actually “enters” our
minds from that which is excluded as irrelevant are by no means
entirely personal. In other words, when we confine our attention and
concern to certain mental tunnels, we do so not just as individuals.

To be sure, individuals do sometimes vary in the way they focus
their attention. When people with different interests or concerns
read the same newspaper, for example, they often notice different
things and regard different things as irrelevant. Nonetheless, the
particular way in which we happen to “close” our minds is strikingly
similar to the way many others around us close theirs.

Yet the fact that we exclude certain parts of reality from our atten-
tion and concern as irrelevant not just as individuals does not nec-
essarily mean that we therefore do so only as human beings. After
all, while the particular way in which we happen to “close” our
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minds is strikingly similar to the way many others around us close
theirs, it is also quite different from the way many other humans do,
which serves to remind us that our own particular focusing patterns
are by no means universal and thereby underscores the need to
avoid the common epistemological pitfall of reifying our own hori-
zons and regarding them as inevitable.

Admittedly, the way we differentiate relevant mental “figures” from
the irrelevant ground within which they are contextually embedded
is partly determined by a number of essentially universal laws of
perception.”” For the most part, however, it is neither naturally nor
logically inevitable. Our horizons, in other words, are for the most
part neither natural nor logical.

The remarkably similar manner in which building inspectors, for
example, happen to focus their professional atiention is quite differ-
ent from similar focusing patterns of polar bears or pelicans, which
basically result from certain physiological constraints, just as the dif-
ference between the intellectual horizons of economists and theo-
jogians is quite different from the difference between the vision
ranges of eagles and rhinoceroses or the hearing ranges of cows and
gazelles, What members of each of these “optical” communities
come to regard as irrelevant and thereby ignore has absolutely noth-
ing to do with any physiological constraints on their ability to per-
ceive the world through their senses.

By the same token, the fine line separating the sounds we consider
part of “the concert” from all the other sounds we hear in the con-
cert hall vet somehow try to tune out as irrelevant (muffled coughs,
squc?aking chairs) is clearly not the result of any physiclogical con-

straints on our hearing. Nor, for that matter, is it nature that com-
Pels jurors to disregard “inadmissible” evidence presented to them
in court or logic that makes exterminators exclude mice and bugs
from their sphere of moral concern. Indeed, the fine lines separating
‘.[hat which “enters” our consciousness from that which is considered
frrelevant and thereby ignored exist only in our minds. Reality is
inherently boundless, and the narrow tunnels to which we normally
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confine our mental vision are not really part of the world “out
there.” Forcing essentially open-ended mental fields into neatly
bounded “boxes”™® is but an artificial attempt to introduce some clo-
sure into the world.

The very notion of horizons, of course, presupposes closed sys-
temns, which, as we all know, one rarely finds in the real world. In
other words, we set our own mental horizons and then reify
them, like the proverbial ostrich which hides its head in the sand,
denying the existence of practically anything that lies beyond its
self-imposed horizons. Yet even the narrow-minded ostrich cannot
really make everything outside of its own tunnel vision disappear by
simply wishing it away. Horizons are mere figments of our minds,
and only someone who suffers from total “context blindness™"”
would fail to see that what we manage to mentally push beyond
them is not really detached from that which is contained within
them. After all, as soon as we turn our necks, our horizons inevitably
widen!

Thus, when we exclude certain parts of reality from our attention
and concern as irrelevant, we do so not just as human beings but
also as social beings. In other words, it is usually as members of par-
ticular thought communities that we ignore certain things. It is our
social environment that normally determines what we attend and
ignore. In helping set the horizons of our attention and concern, it is
often society that defines what we consider relevant. '

~ That our mental horizons are for the most part neither natural nor
logical is quite evident from the fact that they often vary across cul-
tures. The almost legendary ability of the English to practically
disattend others who are clearly within the range of their senses™
is typically shared by neither Arabs nor Italians. Nor, for that mat-
ter, do members of hunting societies and farming societies have
the same general capacity to differentiate figures from their visual
surroundings.”

Consider also the way culture sometimes affects our curiosity. It is
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quite interesting to note that at the same time that Columbus,
Cabot, da Gama, Vespucci, Magellan, Verrazano, and other Western
Europeans were exponentially expanding Europe’s geographical
horizons, the second-largest island of Japan, Hokkaido, was still
largely unknown to those who lived on the main island of Honshu
just a few miles south of it.”

Just as striking, of course, are major cross-cultural differences in
moral focusing. Whereas some cultures explicitly stress one’s moral
responsibility to “think of” the sick, the poor, and the mentally
retarded, there are others where at least one of those social cate-
gories is considered morally irrelevant. By the same token, while Jain
monks in India deliberately avoid vigorous activities such as swim-
ming and digging and carefully dust stools before sitting on them so
as not to risk harming even tiny microorganisms,” most Westerners
do not even consider the use of “pesticides™ a moral matter.

Yet patterns of mental focusing also vary across social settings
within the same culture, and not everything that we consider rele-
vant in one setting is also considered relevant in others. While few of
us even notice whether or not other people around us are chewing
gumn when we are on the beach or in an amusement park, that very
same act would most definitely capture our attention if it were to
take place at church or during a job interview, While we typically
notice players” height in basketball, we rarely do so in poker.

Furthermore, as I have already implied with regard to professions,
different patterns of mental focusing are also promoted by different
cognitive subcultures within the same society. Indeed, that is also
true of different “styles” of mental focusing. Consider, for example,
the rigid, “no nonsense” style of focusing (most distinctively charac-
terized by a sharp, clear-cut distinction between what is considered
relevant and irrelevant) that is so pervasive in law (as evident from
the high frequency of “Objection, your honor” interjections in court-
room discourse) and science (as evident from the explicit effort
to manipulate variables in a highly controlled, decontextualized
manner in scientific experiments). It certainly contrasts with the
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considerably more “fluid” style of mental focusing so distinctively
characteristic of detectives, who look for clues everywhere, as well as
landscape designers and social workers, who are specifically trained
to consider context.

Given all this, it is hardly surprising that our mental horizons are
often contested. Thus, while many of us basically consider animals
morally irrelevant, animal-rights activists explicitly condemn such a
fundamentally anthropocentric stance as morally narrow-minded.
Similarly, whereas most of us envision a sharp mental fence separat-
ing art from life, there are some artists who purposefully try to blur
the conventional distinction between the artistic and the real by’
producing “environmental” art that is virtually inseparable from its
surroundings. In marked contrast to conventional paintings, urban
grafitti, for example, are left deliberately unframed so as to fully
blend in visually with their “background.”*

Political disputes over whether or not race ought to be considered
a factor in electoral redistricting or the extent to which the state is
morally responsible for the welfare of undocumented aliens living
within its borders serve as further examples, as do cultural battles
over the place of women in the history of Western literature, Inter-
personal skirmishes over whether or not one’s lover’s sexual where-
abouts outside one’s bed are one’s “business™ or whether or not
to raise a particular issue in a heated family argument are like-
wise instances of essentially cognitive battles over what should be
considered relevant and what should remain disregarded “in the
background.”

That our mental horizons are for the most part neither natural nor
logical is also evident from the fact that they quite often shift with
time. It was only a few decades ago, after all, that smoking a cigarette
was considered a “background” activity which others around one
might very well fail to even notice! In a similar vein, whereas only
two generations ago Americans were still taught to regard the color

The Social Gates of Consciousness / 45

of one’s skin as particularly relevant to one’s social standing, nowa-
days they are taught to deliberately disregard it.

Our moral horizons, too, keep shifting, thus incorporating into
our current sphere of moral concern certain objects that were once
excluded. Legal rights, for example, are now being extended to social
categories whose legal standing was not so long ago utterly unthink-
able (children, prisoners, the insane).” Only two centuries ago,
women were likewise considered politically irrelevant, and when
Mary Wollstonecraft published her Vindication of the Rights of
Women, a distinguished Cambridge professor rebutted with a satir-
ical Vindication of the Rights of Brutes’” Along similar lines, only
recently have Americans become morally concerned about the
thousands of Asians and Africans who die every year from famine
and disease. And while many of us today are genuinely worried
about what we are doing to our forests and rivers, we should keep in
mind that, at least in the West, such “environmental” moral aware-
ness is a relatively recent phenomenon.

Historical shifts in our mental horizons are sometimes also the
result of major breakthroughs in science. After all, it is specifically as
someone living in the twentieth century that I notice “Freudian”

slips, which, prior to the publication of The Psychopathology of
Everyday Life less than a century ago,” had always been largely
unnoticed. My particular historical location also accounts for my
explicit awareness of infant sexuality. Although infants clearly did
not start masturbating only since Freud, it was nevertheless his writ-
ings that first prompted us to notice the fact that they do, to which
we were practically blind before him.

Consider also the discovery of the asteroids in the early nine-
teenth century.” From a strictly technical standpoint, they definitely
could have been noticed earlier. Yet it was William Herschel’s dra-
matic discovery of Uranus in 1781, the first discovery of a “new”
planet in several millennia, that mentally prepared an entire genera-
tion of astronomers to start finding additional ones. Only their
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new cognitive sensitivity, indeed, can account for the rather rapid
discovery of the four largest asteroids by three different astronomers
within only twenty-six years of the discovery of Uranus.

Consider also the tremendous “optical” impact of Edward Hall’s
pioneering work in proxemics’ on the social sciences, as evident
from the voluminous research on the social organization of distance
in face-to-face interaction that almost immediately followed the
publication of The Hidden Dimension in the mid-1960s. Such a dra-
matic shift from irrelevance to relevance was particularly remark-
able considering the fact that, prior to Hall, practically no one had
ever been systematically attentive to this highly ubiquitous as well as
visible dimension of human interaction (which accounts, of course,
for the book’s provocative title).

Hence the tremendous significance of cognitive revolutions that
titerally alter the shape of our phenomenal world by sensitizing us to
things we have hitherto ignored. Indeed, such revolutions often
involve an entire “gestalt switch,” whereby the relation between what
we notice and what we ignore is practically reversed.” As someone
once described the special contribution of Erving Goffman to the
study of social interaction, “like the hidden face in the picture, it’s
not hard to see, once it’s pointed out. Goffman not only sees it, but
makes the rest of us see it t0o.””

Yet while our mental focusing patterns are for the most part neither
natural nor logical, they are not strictly personal either. In other
words, they usually characterize not particular individuals but
members of particular “optical” communities. Thus, it is specifically
as a sociologist that one becomes desensitized to the aesthetic aspect
of fashion and as a liberal late-twentieth-century American that one
purposefully disregards the color of people’s skin. Along similar
lines, it is not just that particular individuals with contrasting focus-
ing “styles” end up in law and landscape design but also that lawyers

~and landscape designers are differently socialized in how to focus
their attention.
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Separating the relevant from the irrelevant is for the most part a
social act performed by members of particular “optical” communi-
ties who have been specifically socialized to disattend certain things

_ as part of the process of adopting the distinctive “outlook” of their

community.** In other words, we learn what to ignore, and only then
does its irrelevance strike us as natural or “logical.” Being socialized
involves learning that players age, sex, and weight, for example, are
totally irrelevant in dominoes, Monopoly, and Parcheesi yet highly
relevant in soccer, tennis, and boxing, respectively.” It likewise
involves learning what one can disregard when one goes to an aunc-
tion or a track meet.

Our moral horizons, too, are acquired socially through a process
of learning. The fact that many young children are totally oblivious
to the conventional moral distinction between humans and all other
living creatures, for example, makes it quite clear that such a dis-
tinction is neither natural nor logical, To my son, saving tigers, goril-
las, and other endangered species is still as morally pressing as
saving human lives. Like so many other young readers of Charlotte’s
Web and Bambi, he clearly has not learned yet how to curb his moral
attention in a soctally appropriate manner.

Along similar lines, it is certainly not cur personal feelings alone
that make us concerned about some war casualties more than others
(children more than adults, women more than men, humans more
than birds). After all, only through being socialized does one come
to know whether the concern about feeding one’s dog should come
before or only after the concern about feeding the homeless, or
whether one ought to be more concerned about the well-being of
fellow American businessmen in Southeast Asia or Southeast Asian
refugees living in one’s own neighborhood. By the same token, to
many people who grew up in Nazi Germany, objecting to experi-
ments with the retarded or with Jews would have probably seemed
as odd as objecting to experiments with monkeys or rats seems to
many of us today.
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It is well known that we usually pay more attention to things that
“fit” the mental schemas we use to make sense of the world (such as
common stereotypes) than to those that are inconsistent with
them.*® Somewhat less noted, however, is the fact that many of those
schemas are grounded in “optical” traditions we learn as part of our
cognitive socialization.

The considerable extent to which thought communities’ specific
cognitive “biases” affect what their members come 10 notice” is
quite evident in science. After all, only after having been “optically”
socialized in a particular way do physicists, for example, come o
notice certain objects, structures, and patterns which only other
* physicists can “see” By the same token, it is only radiologists’ special
professional training that enables them to notice on X rays and
sonograms certain pathological formations which no one else can.
The facts observed by scientists are not available to just anyone who
happens to look at the world. Rather, they are a product of the par-
ticular way in which observers’ attention is directed as a result of
specific cognitive “intentions™ they acquire during their profes-
sional “optical” socialization.

Consider even the basic decision of what to observe. When .

astronomers, biologists, or radiologists approach a telescope, a
microscope, or an X ray, for example, they do not simply look. The
fact that they choose one of numerous possible probes shows that
even al that stage they already have at least a vague notion of what
ought to constitute the main focus of their observations and what
they can disregard as irrelevant. {In fact, even the choice of the spe-
cific optical instrument they use forces them to notice certain things
while ignoring others. After all, one would not try to probe the sur-
face of the moon with a microscope, or the structure of a blood cell
with a telescope.)” By the same token, when a sociologist decides to
examine the relation between students’” marital status and the
amount of time it takes them to complete their studies and get their
degree, her decision also presupposes an implicit decision on her
part to regard their weight and the color of their hair, for example,
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as irrelevant. In fact, she will most probably not even try to control
for those variables, in marked contrast to her deliberate efforts to
control for their age and grade point average, for example.

. Before 1 began studying sociology, 1 certainly did not see social
life the way [ “see” it today. Only by having gone through a long
process of professional “optical” socialization did I come to develop
unmistakably sociological cognitive sensitivities to the conven-
tional, the impersonal, the collective, and the normative. Along sim-
il‘_".tr‘lime‘s, only by undergoing such socialization and acquiring a
distinctive “sociological imagination” do sociologists come to “see”
lgbor markets, power structures, support networks, and stratifica-
tion systems. :

S'uch “optical” socialization takes place at the level of entire pro-
fessions as well as particular “schools” or “paradigms™ within pro-
fess1o_ns. As a result, one finds considerable differences in mental
focusing between doctors and social workers as well as between
different “kinds” of doctors. For example, whereas a conventional
ear,_ nose, and throat doctor is unlikely to ask a patient who com-
plains about pain in his ear even a single question about his knee
e‘ssentia]ly treating it a priori as irrelevant, a more “holistic” practi-’
tioner may very well do that, having been specifically socialized to
regard every part of the human body as systemically related to all the
others,

When I was a graduate student, T was once invited to attend a
seminar on group dynamics taught by Robert Freed Bales and, along
with his students, observed a group of people interacting in his
social psychology laboratory. Later, when we compared the notes we
had taken while observing the onigoing interaction, I was struck by
how very little overlap there was between them—whereas mine were
almost all about performance strategies and the organization of
social space, theirs were mostly about subtle power dynamics within
tl'1e group. Indeed, such focal discrepancy was quite understandable
given the fact that, at the time, I was studying with {and heavily
influenced by} Erving Goffinan, whose own conception of social
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interaction was considerably different from that of Bales. Using two
rather different mental lenses grounded in two guite distinct “opti-
cal” traditions of approaching social interaction, we were actually
observing two altogether different social situations!

Not only does our social environment provide us with a general idea
of what we can disattend, it very often also tells us what we should
repress from our consciousness and ignore. In other words, there is
an important {though relatively unexplored) normative dimension
to relevance and irrelevance. Indeed, probably the main reason that
our own focusing patterns seem so natural or “logical” to us is that
they are usually normatively binding.

Ignoring something normally involves more than just failure on
one’s part to notice it. Ignoring another person’s stutter, limp, or hare-
lip, for example, is usually an active display of tact rather than the
result of simply failing to notice it.*' Indeed, we very often do notice
certain things which we nevertheless learn to tune out as irrelevant.
Rather than simply not notice them, we deliberately disattend them.

What we consider relevant is usually defined as such in accor-
danee with particular norms of focusing that we learn as part of our
“optical” socialization and which lead us to regard certain parts of
reality as mere “background.” Thus, for example, it is unmistakably
social norms of tact rather than any natural constraints on our hear-
ing that often lead us to try to disregard highly personal conversa-
tions taking place around us in crowded subways and cafeterias. By
the same token, when we watch a soccer game, it is social norms of
focusing that determine who is considered a full-fledged participant
and who is regarded as a mere bystander whom we can basically
ignore, It is likewise social “rules of irrelevance™ that make bureau-
crats who screen job applications exclude applicants’ sex or race
from their official considerations and that determine that whereas
athletes’ age and size are considered relevant in sports, their sexual
orientation and political affiliation are not.”

Noticing the attention-“worthy” and ignoring the irrelevant are
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not just spontaneous personal acts, since they are always performed
by people who are also members of particular thought communities
with particular normative traditions of focusing. Like the unmistak-
ably social “feeling rules” that make flight attendants seem so much
more pleasant than bill collectors,* norms of focusing (which simi- .
larly make holistic healers seem so much more broad-minded than
conventional ear, nose, and throat doctors) clearly affect us not as
individuals but as social beings. :

As one would expect, the normative delineation of our attention
and concern is one of the most insidious forms of social control*®
Through the various norms of focusing we internalize as partof our
“optical” socialization, society essentially controls which thoughts
even “cross” our minds. '

The ability to help determine what others consider relevant and
what they basically disregard is an important aspect of social power.
After all, it is parents who teach their children (and not children who
teach their parents) what is considered irrelevant, and teachers who
determine by the readings they assign as well as by what they include
on the examinations they give what their students come to regard as
attention-worthy. In a somewhat simnilar vein, it is judges who dic-
tate to jurors what they should officially ignore and one’s superiors
who usually determine what is included on {and thus also what is
excluded from) the agendas of the meetings one attends.

Yet just as critical are the more tacit {and therefore somewhat less
obvious) manifestations of such sociomental control. Consider, for
example, the role of mass media in shaping the scope of our politi-
cal as well as cultural atiention.” As evident from the considerable
di‘fference between the political and cultural horizons of New York
Times and New York Post readers, for example, those horizons are
often a by-product of the kind of information we get from our
newspapers, radio, or television. In fact, those media also affect how
long we attend any particular news story, After all, as soon as they
stop covering it, we usually forget about it altogether.
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Consider also the social control of intellectual attention in acade-
mia."” It is their professional community that usually rewards acad-
emics for restricting their intellectual concerns to the inevitably
parochial confines of their particular “field” of scholarship (or an
even more narrowly defined “area” of concentration within it) and
practically penalizes undisciplined transgressors who defy its
restrictive norms of focusing and try to venture beyond those con-
fines into the intellectual turfs of other disciplines. Thus, it is the
sociological community, for example, that tacitly pressures me to
curb my personal interest in ancient history and parapsychology
and to keep asking myself constantly whether what I am doing pro-
fessionally indeed falls within the conventional boundaries of what
is considered “sociology.” Such pressure, however tacit, fypically
involves the use of intellectual blinders quite similar to those that
close our aesthetic horizons and have kept my former “classical”
piano teacher, for example, from even exposing himself to the music
of “jazz” piano greats such as Bud Powell or Thelonious Monk.*

Finally, consider the unmistakably cognitive underpinnings of
our erotic sentiments, as manifested in the way we tacitly refrain
from even considering certain objects as potential sexual partners
because we basically regard them as erotically irrelevant. If we do
not usually perceive infants, dogs, orchids, or our best friends’
spouses as sexually attractive, it is mainly because they “belong” in
social categories that, given our society’s norms of erotic focusing,49
are excluded from the universe of objects that we consider erotically

relevant. Tn fact, desiring members of some of these categories is

often considered perverse.” As a result of such institutional desexu-
alization, very few men, for example, consciously perceive other
men as sexually attractive even when they are particularly aroused,
thereby exemplifying the tremendous power of society to affect our

taste, feelings, and moral senses by essentially controlling the gates '

to our minds.

The Social Division of

the World

Not only does society affect what actually enters our minds, it also
influences the way it is then organized inside our heads. In other
words, it also affects the way we classify the world.

Like focusing and perceiving, classifying is a universal mental act
that we all perform as human beings. Like leopards, turtles, and
storks, every person, for example, distinguishes that which is edible
{(“food”) from that which is inedible. By the same token, like rabbits,
antelopes, and blue jays, all humans distinguish that which is dan-
gerous from that which is safe.

At the same time, classifying is also a personal act that we perform
as individuals. The lines we draw between the books we consider
interesting and boring or between the songs we consider happy and
sad, for example, often vary in their “location” from one persen to
another. So, for that matter, does the extent to which we generally
regard our professional life as integrated with our personat life,'

Yet classifying is also a social act that we perform not as individu-
als or as human beings but as social beings, and although some ways
of dividing the world are obviously personal or universal, some are
unmistakably social. After all, the way we happen to draw the line
between “classical” and “popular” music or between “drama” and
“comedy” is remarkably similar to the way others do, despite the fact
that it is neither natural nor logical. So is the way we cut up the

33
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world into conventional islands of meaning’ such as “Serbs” and
“Croats,” or “liberals” and “conservatives,” or the way we separate
“religion” from “ideology,” the proper from the improper, the 1930s
from the 1990s, or the “serious” from the merely “playful.”

In a similar vein, note that while it is quite comnmon for people to
talk to their cats, name them, kiss them, and feature them quite
prominently in their family photo albums, rarely do they do any of
those things with the mice they find in their kitchens or with their
wallets. Such difference, of course, is a result of the way we usually
“classify nonhuman objects in terms of their perceived proximity to
us. Yet such “proximity” is entirely conventional, since cats, after all,
are not inherently closer to us than either mice or the wallets we
carry on us almost constantly.” By the same token, when we see peo-
ple eating sardines and ducks vet never goldfish or parrots, we are
likewise seeing society and its cognitive norms in action.

Perhaps the most striking evidence of the social nature of classifica--
tion is the fact that different cultures often carve out of the same
reality somewhat different islands of meaning. Not everybody who
is considered “black” in Utah or New Hampshire, for example,
would necessarily be regarded as such in Puerto Rico or Brazil.* Nor,
for that matter, are “cancer;” “depression,” or “viral infection” uni-
versal diagnostic categories.”

Consider also, in this regard, the indisputably social foundations
of our basic notions of edibility. Although all cultures indeed distin-
guish edible from inedible objects, they often vary with respect to
the specific contents of those general categories. The same raw fish
which many Americans consider inedible, for example, is actually
regarded as a delicacy in Japan. By the same token, it is unmistaka]?ly
conventional norms of classification that lead Westerners to eat pigs
and cows (which Muslims and Hindus strictly abhor) yet avoid bats,
horses, and dogs.

The distinction between the sexually accessible and inaccessible is
likewise universal {virtually all cultures, for example, have some
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form of an incest taboo), yet the specific delineation of those who
are considered sexually off-limits often varies from one culture to
another. {Cousins, for example, are considered off-limits in some
cultures yet quite accessible in others.} In a similar vein, whereas the
distinctions between the intimate and the socially distant as well as
between personal and public space are universal, cultures neverthe-
less vary with respect to “where” they actually draw the lines
between those general categories.®

Furthermore, there are certain mental distinctions that are made
by some cultures but not others. Not every culture, for example, dis-
tinguishes “real” work from volunteer work, “salary” from “bonus,”’
eating from “snacking,” and “fiction” from nonfiction. Nor does
every culture mentally isolate “war crimes,” “table manners,” or “sex-
ual harassment” as distinct behavioral as well as moral categories.
Indeed, the semantic range of what constitutes a single word in one
language often corresponds to the combined range of several sepa-
rate words in another.® (Thus, whereas the single French word con-
science means both “conscience” and “consciousness.” there are
actually separate words in Navajo for blankets that are folded and
ones that are spread out, for water in lakes and in buckets, and for
dogs who are sitting and standing.)” Such lexical inconsistencies
have considerable cognitive implications, since it is much easier to
isolate an island of meaning from its mental surroundings when
there is a special word available to denote it." It took me {a native
Hebrew speaker) many years to learn to “see” the unmistakably con-
ventional mental gaps,’ so obvious to native English-speakers, sep-
arating “jam” from “jelly,” “blinds” from “shutters,” and “garbage”
from “trash.”

Such variance has traditionally led us to look down on other cul-
tures’ classification systems as backward or “confused,”" vet it can
also help us recognize the conventional nature of our own instead of
taking it for granted as we normally do."” After all, the very people
we consider savages might actually find it rather peculiar that we
somehow “fail” to mentally differentiate fathers’ brothers from
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mothers’ sisters’ husbands (thereby regarding both as “uncles”}, or
that we lump first and third “cousins” or maternal and paternal
“grandfathers” together in a single category. They might also find
the logic of becoming sentimentally attached to hamsters and ger-
bils while at the same time poisoning rats and mice somewhat
bizarre. Such blatant cross-cultural inconsistencies certainly help us
realize that our own particular way of cutting up the world into sup-
posedly distinct mental chunks is by no means the only “logical”
way to do it.

Not only do different cultures carve different archipelagos of mean-

ing out of the same reality; they very often also promote altogether

different “styles” of cutting up the world. "

Some cultures, for example, promote rigid-mindedness, a highly
inflexible mind-set distinctively characterized by strict adherence to
a purist, “either/or” logic. Such cultures typically cherish razor-
sharp, clear-cut distinctions and are generally averse to ambiguous
hybrids and in-betweens that might challenge the perceived mutual
exclusivity of their categories. As one would expect, they are highly
preoccupied with boundaries and extremely obsessed with preserv-
ing mental purity and avoiding mental contamination.’®

A classic example of such a rigid-minded culture is Orthodox
Judaism. Crthodox Jews' particular obsession with boundaries and
distinctions is evidenced in their strong aversion to mixing cate-
gories. (Indeed, two tractates of the Mishnah, the compiled rabbini-
cal interpretations of scriptural ordinances, are actually named
“hybrids” [Kilaim] and “mixings” [Erubin] and are devoted exclu-
sively to boundary-related matters.) Their firm commitment to
endogamy (to the point of actually mourning, and even mock-
burying, group members who marry non-Jews), strong aversion to
zoological anomalies, careful dietary separation of meat and milk
products, and strict prohibition of garments made of both linen and
wool are clear manifestations of the rigid Orthodox Jewish style of
cutting up the world into discrete islands of meaning that are never
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to “touch” one another, So, of course, are the strict abomination of
transvestism (which explicitly blurs the distinction between mas-
culinity and femininity) and the rather conspicuous absence of
ambiguous mythical hybrids (such as the mermaid or the centaur)
that might blur the distinction between human and animal. No
wonder this culture has thought up a purist God who actually
spends the first three of only six days he has in which to create a
world just making distinctions!"®

Somewhat similar in its uncompromisingly rigid style of dividing
the world is the Gypsy culture, which is just as obsessed with purity
and averse to mental promiscuity and ambiguity. Like Orthodox
Jews, Gypsies practice strict endogamy, and their fear of mental con-
tamination leads them to avoid any food prepared—as well as any
furniture used—by non-Gypsies. Their extreme concern about pol-
Jution is likewise manifested in their strict avoidance of any contact
between the upper and lower parts of their bodies, to the point of
actually using separate soaps, washbasins, and towels for washing
them. Gypsies also have a strong aversion to animals that blur the
distinction between their interior and exterior by either licking their
fur (cats, dogs) or shedding their skin (lizards, snakes), and are par-
ticularly fond of the hedgehog, a creature that, give{l its bristly
physique, is one of the most glaring icons of insularity."

At the same time, however, there are other cultures that promote
somewhat contrasting styles of organizing the world in one’s mind.
Some cultures specifically promote fuzzy-mindedness, a virtually
structureless mind-set distinctively characterized by an aversion to
any boundary that might prevent mental interpenetration.'® Others
promote flexible-mindedness, a pronouncedly fluid mind-set dis-
tinctively characterized by a “both/and” (rather than an “either/or”)
logic of classification that strongly rejects pigeonholing.”” As one
would expect, such cultures are quite comfortable with, and indeed
encourage, ambiguity. Thus, among the Navaho, one typically finds
a somewhat fuzzy clan structure, a highly reverential attitude
towards hermaphrodites, and a strong aversion to any form of
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closure in artistic design.” Similarly, among the Eskimo, one finds
rather fluid definitions of both family and gender, as manifested in
extremely flexible residential and adoption arrangements as well
as in the option parents are sometimes given to raise their daughters
as boys.”

Yet it is not only different cultures that promote different styles of
organizing the world in one’s mind. Even within the same culture
there are different social domains distinctively associated with rigid-,
fuzzy-, or flexible-mindedness.”

Consider religion, which is actually where our notions of purity,
pollution, and contamination originally developed long before they
acquired their present hygienic associations.”” One of the distinctive
cognitive characteristics of religion is the rigid manner in which it
usually divides the world into two (“sacred” and “profane™) com-
partments that are perceived as mutually exclusive.” It is specifically
in order to ensure that those two compartments would indeed never
“touch” each other (and thereby protect the sacred from being “con-
taminated” by the profane) that sanctuaries and holidays, for exam-
ple, are created, along with numerous taboos on touching, looking
at, or even mentioning the sacred.”

The distinctive cognitive characteristics of bureaugrac,y are remark-
ably similar. Whereas religion tries to keep the sacred separate from
the profane, bureaucracy promotes a similar mental segregation of
the “official” from the unofficial. It is bureaucracy, for example, that
is responsible for the strict exclusion of “personal” matters from

- public discourse (and, thus, for the ritual separation of official from
personal stationery and of the formally printed from the informally
handwritten) as well as for the very careful separation of public
monies from officials’ private assets. It likewise promotes a rigid dis-
tinction between public and private space and time, thereby sepa-
rating office from home and confining professional commitments
to strictly delineated “duty periods.”* Not surprisingly, such a sharp
break between officials’ “on-duty” and “off-duty” time often coincides
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with an equally rigid distinction between co-workers and friends.”
Like the separation of “business” from personal correspondence and
public from private equipment, both are products of the same rigid
mind.™

At the same time, however, there are other social domains that
promote precisely the opposite style of organizing the world in one’s
mind. Art, intimacy, and play are some classic examples of such
fuzzy-minded domains.

Art often promotes mental promiscuity by essentially defying the
conventional partitioning of reality into discrete, mutually exclusive
mental compartments.” The explicit attempt to blur the very distinc-
tion between figure and ground by renouncing sharply delineated
contours (either graphically, as in the hazy landscapes produced by
Turner and Seurat, or sonically, as in harmony), for example, is a
perfect manifestation of such an essentially fuzzy-minded approach
to the world.” By the same token, only in the world of art are explicit
images of gender transgression accepted and even revered (consider
the tremendous success of Marlene Dietrich, David Bowie, Michael
Jackson, Jean Poiret’s La Cage aux Folles, and Neil Jordan’s The Cry-
ing Game) by people who would never accept the mental fusion of
masculinity and femininity elsewhere.

Such fuzzy-mindedness is even more pronounced in intimacy,
where boundaries between separate, insular selves typically melt
away.”! After all, it is the perceived gaps between mental entities that
make them seem discrete, and eliminating the actual physical gap
between lovers during sexual intercourse literally blurs their respec-
tive body contours, thereby also obliterating the discrete, insular
selves they symbolically envelop. Essentially blending two separate
selves in a single union, love, too, is antithetical to insularity, and
sharing one’s personal space, possessions, or information about
oneself {arguably the three most guarded tokens of individuality) is
indeed one of the most effective ways of displaying it. Not sur-
prisingly, it is also in intimacy that all other social divisions are typ-
ically ignored and the widest social chasms most easily overcome.
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Nothing defies our division into separate nations, social classes, eth-

nic groups, or religious communities more forcefully than inter-
marriage (which is indeed, along with sex in general, typically
abhorred by the rigid mind).”

Play, too, promotes fuzzy-mindedness.” Consider the way jokes
and riddles often challenge the very notion of discrete islands of

meaning by deliberately juxtaposing, or even fusing, mental con- '

texts which we normally regard as separate.™ Consider also the pro-
nounced display of mental promiscuity in ludic environments such
as the circus (where dogs eating at tables, apes riding bicycles, and
horses playing soccer basically mock the conventional mental gulf
separating humans from animals)” or carnival (where practically all
social status barriers are temporarily obliterated).” An irreverent
assault on our conventional classifications is also one of the most
distinctive characteristics of humor.”

Play also promotes flexible-mindedness by highlighting the fluid,
plastic nature of identity. One such instance is the featured display
of multiple meanings (and therefore ambiguity) in puns, card
games (where a six of spades can be used as a six in one series and as
a spade in another), and “knock-knock” jokes.” Another is the way
things are turned into other things in magic shows, or the way actors
(Peter Sellers, Louis de Funés, Robin Williams) rapidly assume and
discard different personal identities when they do comic impres-
sions. Stretching the conventional boundaries of the self by essen-
tially transforming oneself into somebody else is also a major
feature of ludic environments such as the costume party, where per-
sonal as well as social identities are quite casually assumed and dis-
carded (thereby also mocking ethnic, gender, occupational, age, and
other conventional social distinctions} through cross-dressing and
masquerading.™

The social nature of classification is also evident from the fact that
the lines we draw and the distinctions we make often change over
time. Ninety years ago, for example, opiates were still considered
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Jegal drugs in America, and the idea that smokers, anti-abortionists,
or homosexuals might someday constitute distinct political cate-
gories would have probably struck most Americans as preposterous
as the idea of granting such status to volleyball fans, philosophy
majors, or people who take their coffee with cream might to us
today. By the same token, it is useful to remember that the seemingly
timeless distinction between “high” and popular culture is relatively
recent, that the fine line separating “whites” from “blacks” in
America has already shifted many times over the past two hundred
years,"" and that the precise location of the point marking the begin-
ning of life is still shifting today.** Just as fickle are the fine lines sep-
arating the playful from the serious and art from life. Unlike the
ancient Romans, for example,” modern-day Italians do not expect
wrestlers to actually die in contests and would never execute real-life
convicts as part of a theatrical performance,

General “styles” of organizing the world in one’s mind also
change over time, with different historical periods often promoting
altogether different mind-sets.*® The general modern (as well as
“postmodern”) bent towards fuzzy-mindedness is a perfect case in
point.

A fuzzy-minded vision of the world is quite evident in the gen-
eral modern aversion to conventional social divisions. Such an aver-
sion is manifested in the movement towards racial desegregation,
in the explicit feminist effort to “degenderize” human relations, as
well as in the relentless Marxist attempt to create a classless society.
It can likewise be seen in the efforts of the community mental
health system to integrate the mentally ill into the rest of society®
and in the “integrative” philosophy of management, which down-
plays traditional hierarchical and departmental divisions within
organizations.*

Modernity also promotes the obliteration of traditional group
divisions at the macrosocial level. When Americans of Scandinavian
descent eat pizza, Nigerians play soccer, and Koreans listen to rock
music, the very notion of insular “cultures” becomes obsolete, The




62 [ The Social Division of the World

world keeps moving towards greater integration of historically insu-
lated political, economic, and communication systems. The current
proliferation of a global market economy with multinational corpo-
rations, along with the development of global communication net-
works such as the Internet, is clearly making such traditional
categories less and less meaningful every day.”

Such an essentially fuzzy-minded view of the world can also be
seen in modern design, as evident from the modern fascination with
glass, which basically blurs the fundamental distinction between
inside and outside by allowing them to visually interpenetrate cach
other.”® A somewhat similar craving for visual fluidity also underies
the modern idea of “open” design, as manifested in the split-level
house as well as in the transformation of traditional rooms into
semi-open “areas.”"”

Such “fuzzy thinking” is also central to modern art, as evident
from the explicit cubist assault on conventional outlines™ and the
introduction of the “stream of consciousness” style (which defies the
conventional partitioning of reality into discrete mental compart-
ments) into modern literature. Furthermore, modern art often tries
to blur the conventional distinction between art and life by allowing
the artistic and the “real” to literally interpenetrate each other. Such
an effort is evident from the explicit modernist attempt to blur the
conventional distinction between artistic and “real” time, as exem-
plified by poems (such as some of Cummings’s) that begin in the
middle of a word, theatrical performances (such as Pirandello’s
Tonight We Improvise) that continue through the intermission, and
“happenings.””' It can also be seen in the somewhat parallel attempt
to blur the conventional distinction between artistic and “real”
space, as exemplified by Mondrian’s truncated squares and rectan-
gles, which visually pull the viewer outside the painting, or the envi-
ronmental theater, which basically obliterates the traditional
distinction between house and stage.” And it is also evident from
the modernist attempt to blur the conventional distinction between
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artistic and “real” objects, as manifested in the collage as well as in
artistic installations that feature natural processes.™

The works of Cummings, Jovce, Picasso, Pirandello, and Mon-
drian are distinctively modern. So, of course, are glass architecture,
multinational corporations, and the Internet. Nor is it pure coinci-
dence that the “open school” (with its movable walls, highly
unstructured curriculum, and flexible age-grouping),” the “hap-
pening,” and the idea of “open marriage”™ all evolved around the
same point in human history. They are, I suspect, far more closely
refated than may appear at first glance.

Indeed, we might think of them as different manifestations of a
single, unmistakably fuzzy-minded vision of the world. The same
fundamental aversion to distinctions underlies the movement
towards racial desegregation, the “holistic” critique of conventional
Western medicine, the feminist attempt to “degenderize” society,
and the collage. What distinctively characterizes the modern (as well
as “postmodern”} way of thinking “is not just another redrawing of
the cultural map—the moving of a few disputed borders . . . but an
alteration of the principles of mapping. Something is happening to
the way we think about the way we think . . .”*

Yet the lines we draw and the distinctions we make also vary across
cognitive subcultures within the same culture during the same
period. Even within contemporary American society, meat-eaters
clearly draw the line between the edible and the inedible somewhat
differently than do vegetarians. Indeed, even within the same cul-
ture, mental partitions that seem almost inevitable to one cognitive
subculture may not even be noticed by others. The distinction made
by some college students between “stylish radical-chic” and “pra-
nola” lesbians, for example, is usually lost on older alumni, “to
whom the shadings of lesbian politics are as irrelevant as the differ-
ence between Sodom and Gomorrah.”” And while some professions
mnay envision an actual gulf separating their members’ personal and
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professional lives, others seem to regard the distinction between the
two as somewhat fuzzy.”

As one might expect, such diversity may generate considerable
discord. And indeed, as we carve distinct islands of meaning out of
the world around us, the actual “location” as well as the very exis-
tence of the mental divides separating them from one another is
often disputed. '

“Border disputes™ over the particular location of mental parti-
tions range from academic debates over the boundaries between
species® to legislative battles over driving speed limits and accept-
able levels of pollution.” They include, for example, political as well

as moral disputes over the specifics of a country’s immigration pol--

icy or over the fine line separating pretty from “provocative” dresses
or R-rated from X-rated films. They likewise include cultural battles
over the definitions of science™ and work (such as the ones over the
status of UFOs and housework) as well as curricular skirmishes over
what ought to be included in a society’s literary “canon.”

Consider also, in this regard, border disputes over the temporal
delineation of life. Conflicting medical and legal definitions of the
fine line separating life from death® often lead to fierce moral battles
over the point at which doctors may turn off life-sustaining equip-
ment. Defining the actual moment when life begins is likewise at the
heart of the heated political debate over whether or not abortion
ought to be considered homicide.*

Yet the politics of classification® involve major cognitive battles
not only over the particular “location” of mental divides but also
over their very existence (that is, not only over what specifically
ought to be included in a society’s literary “canon” but also over
whether or not such a “canon” should exist in the first place}.
Nation-states, for example, usually ignore political borders drawn

by separatists, and the fine line between erotic art and pornagraphy

is similarly challenged by conservatives as well as radical feminists.
Governments and dissidents also engage in passionate “classifi-
cation struggles™ over the fine line between “satire” and explicit
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political protest, and animal rights crusaders and scientists debate
the legitimacy of invoking a “research” frame to justify the killing of
animals in laboratories.

It is hardly surprising that the distinctions we make actually vary
across cultures {as well as subcultures), change over time, and are
often disputed. After all, the lines we envision separating one “thing”
from another are not as natural as they may seem, despite our ten-
dency to break up the world into sharply delineated islands of
meaning. In reality things are rarely ever “cut off with an axe”
Indeed, nature usually “refuses to conform to our craving for clear
lines of demarcation; she loves twilight zones.”®

Although we may carve in our minds seemingly distinct neigh-
borhoods, countries, and continents out of space, in the real world
there are no natural divides separating New York’s Chinatown from
Little Italy, Morocco from Algeria, or even Europe from Asia.”” Nor
are forests, mountains, or deserts sharply delineated in nature. Even
the so-called coastlines that separate land from sea are not real
lines.”

Consider also the supposedly discrete mental chunks (days,
months, seasons, centuries) we carve in our minds out of time.” In
reality, days and nights are always connected by inevitably ambigu-
ous twilights and dawns. By the same token, no natural divides sep-
arate August from September, “winter” from “spring,” or the
twentieth century from the twenty-first.

This is also true of the supposedly discrete clusters into which we
normally lump people in our minds. In the real world, there are no
lines dividing Persians from Armenians, Christians from Muslims,
or “blacks” from “whites” Nor is there any natural divide separating
normals from “perverts,” “blue-collar” from “white-collar” work-
ers,” or the “sane” from the insane,” :

Despite our obvious tendency to compartmentalize, reality is
essentially fluid. Instead of sharply delineated, insular chunks
unambiguously separated by natural divides, it is made up of vague,
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blurred-edged essences that “spill over” into one another.” Distinc-
tions between “things” are not as sharp as {and the actual transitions
among them far more gradual than) we may envision. As one might

expect, the categories in which we organize the world in our minds,

are therefore also not as sharply delineated (that is, “well-defined™)
as we may perhaps envision them. Membership in those categories
is only a matter of degree, and the transition from member to non-
member, therefore, rather gradual.” The mental outlines of the cat-
egories “light” and “dark,” for example, certainly overlap, as do those
of the categories “desk” and “table,” or “soft” and “loud.” The transi-
tion from “masculine” to “feminine” is likewise gradual (and the
differences w1th1n each gender, therefore, as significant as those
between them),”™ since even the distribution of purely physiological
male and female features is rarely ever absolutely bipolar. {Although
the female body is, on the average, somewhat less muscular and
hairy than the male’s, many women happen to have a more muscu-
lar and hairy body than many men.) Nor, for that matter, are the
conventional distinctions between “blue” and “purple,” “cup” and
“mug,” or “alto” and “soprano” any sharper.

Breaking up the world into discrete, quasi-insular mental chunks
is accomplished largely through language.” As we assign them dis-
tinct labels, we actually come to perceive “four-star” hotels as quali-
tatively different from “three-star” hotels, and “herbs” such as dill
and parsley as significantly distinct from mere “leaves,” which we
would never allow on our plates. {At the same time, it is our ability
to assign things a common label that also helps us connect them in
our minds. Only the availability of the category “pre-Columbian,”
for example, enables us to lump together” the Olmec and Aztec civ-
ilizations, which actually flourished some 2,000 years apart from
one another.) It is language that helps us differentiate in our minds
“this week” from “last week,” seventeen-year-old “minors” from
eighteen-year-old “adults,” and “the 1950s” from “the 1960s.”” It is
likewise language that enables us to carve out of physical continua
supposedly discrete mental chunks such as “hot” and “cold” or
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“fetus” and “baby”™® as well as to think about “premenstruation” as a
distinct phase of the human female reproductive cycle.”

Language, of course, is highly impersonal,™ yet although its cate-
gories are by no means products of our own personal imagination,
they are not natural either. Since it is one of the foundations of our
social reality, we tend to forget that language itself rests on social
convention and to regard the mental divisions it introduces as real.
When we label our world, we often commit the fallacy of misplaced
concreteness and regard the purely conventional mental gaps sepa-
rating North America from Central America or business from plea-
sure as if they were part of nature.”

It is important, therefore, to avoid the tendency to reify the con-
ventional islands of meaning in which we organize the world in our
minds and to remember that the gaps we envision separating them
from one another are purely mental. In the real world, after all, there
are no actual divides separating the moral from the immoral or the
public from the private. Mental divisions as well as the entities they
help delineate have no ontological status whatsoever. It is we our-
selves who organize reality in separate mental compartments

Classification, thus, is a process of actively “sculpting”™ islands of
meaning rather than simply identifying already-existing natural
ones. Yet while they may not exist in the real world “out there,” they
are not purely subjective. Although it is a mind that breaks up the
world into separate chunks, it is not always an individual’s mind. We
may not all cut up the world identically, but the chunks we carve out
of it are nonetheless remarkably similar to those carved out by oth-
ers around us. Thus, when we draw lines and make distinctions, we
do so not only as human beings or as individuals, but also as social
beings.
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