

PSYCH 385      ADVANCED TOPICS:  CULTURE & COGNITIONPRIVATE 

Instructor:

Larry White, professor of psychology
Class Meetings:
Tuesdays 10.15 – 11.45 in Tiigi 78, Room 320 (and TBA in Fez)
Office Hours:

Tuesdays and Thursdays 16.00 – 17.00 in Tiigi 337

Phones:

7 375 907 (office) and 53 900 306 (cell)

E-mail:


WhiteLT@beloit.edu
“Regardless of where we live and in what cultures we are raised, we all have highly similar perceptual experiences and come into the world with the same perceptual and cognitive mechanisms. Thus, for the most part, the way we think about things will be pretty similar, especially for natural categories. However, differences in knowledge across cultures, related to goals and expertise, as well as differences in perspective, will inevitably create differences in the representations we use in processing that information, how accessible certain information is, and as a result, how we reason about things.

-- a blogger named Chris (2006)
In this half-unit seminar, we’ll investigate the various topics that fall under the umbrella of “culture and cognition” from the vantage point of psychologists, while acknowledging that anthropologists, sociologists, and linguists have also made important contributions.  We’ll examine the dynamic interplay between cultural processes and mental processes.  More specifically, we’ll try to understand how the psychological processes of individuals are shaped through their participation in sociocultural processes and, conversely, how those sociocultural processes are maintained and modified by the behaviors of individuals.

This course is a true seminar, similar to a seminar in graduate school.  We’ll read, think, write, and discuss.  No tests or quizzes.  We’ll be doing a LOT of reading, thinking, writing, and discussing (especially for a half-unit course), but I’d like for us to do these things in an environment that calls for us to be fully engaged without being unduly stressed.
Readings  (17 articles and 2 books)
1. The Influence of Culture on Visual Perception (1966) by Marshall Segall, Donald Campbell & Melville Herskovits

2. Theorizing about Socialization of Cognition (1975) by Michael Cole & Sylvia Scribner
3. Culture and Cognitive Development from a Piagetian Perspective (1990) by Pierre Dasen

4. Culture and the Self: Implications for Cognition, Emotion, and Motivation (1991) by Hazel Markus & Shinobu Kitayama

5. A Geography of Time: The Temporal Misadventures of A Social Psychologist (1997) by Robert Levine [book]

6. Culture and Cognitive Development (2000) by Michael Tomasello
7. Linguistic Relativity (2003) by Lera Boroditsky

8. Universals and Cultural Differences in Recognizing Emotions (2003) by Hillary Elfenbein & Nalini Ambady
9. Body Sensations Associated With Emotions in Rara´muri Indians, Rural Javanese, and Three Student Samples (2005) by Seger Breugelmans, Ype Poortinga, and others

10. The Geography of Thought: How Asians and Westerners Think Differently … and Why (2003) by Richard Nisbett [book]

11. Culture, Class and Cognition: Evidence from Italy (2007) by Nicola Knight & Richard Nisbett

12. More Accurate Size Contrast Judgments in the Ebbinghaus Illusion by a Remote Culture (2007) by Jan de Fockert, Jules Davidoff, and others

13. The Soft Embodiment of Culture: Camera Angles and Motion Through Time and Space (2007) by Angela Leung & Dov Cohen

14. Holism in a European Cultural Context: Differences in Cognitive Style between Central and East Europeans and Westerners (2008) by Michael Varnuma, Igor Grossmann, and others
15. The Weirdest People in the World? (2009) by Joseph Henrich, Steven Heine, & Ara Norenzayan
16. Overimitation in Kalahari Bushman Children and the Origins of Human Cultural Cognition (2010) by Mark Nielsen & Keyan Tomaselli

17. What Counts as a Choice? U.S. Americans Are More Likely Than Indians to Construe Actions as Choices (2010) by Krishna Savani, Hazel Rose Markus, and others
18. Words as Windows to Thought: The Case of Object Representation (2010) by David Barner, Peggy Li & Jesse Snedeker

19. The Origin of Cultural Differences in Cognition: The Social Orientation Hypothesis (2010) by Michael Varnum, Igor Grossmann, Shinobu Kitayama & Richard Nisbett
Seven “think pieces” (worth 20 points each):  At seven different times during the semester, you will respond to the week’s reading assignment by writing a thoughtful essay that is grounded in the readings but also goes beyond the readings.  Your goal is to write an essay that is of the quality one finds in magazines for the intelligentsia (e.g., The Atlantic) and highly regarded newspapers (e.g., the New York Times).

To earn the maximum number of points, write an essay that is clear, cogent, and substantial—and that connects with ideas you have encountered earlier in the course and elsewhere.  I expect you to invest a good deal of time and care in writing (and pre-writing) these essays.  Each essay should be the equivalent of two typed, double-spaced pages (approximately 500 words) in length.  Papers are due at the class meeting in which we discuss the readings you addressed in your essay.  No more than one paper can be submitted in a given week.

These “thinking and writing assignments” will encourage you to (1) keep up with the reading and (2) think beforehand about issues that we’ll discuss in class.  They’ll also give you practice in writing thoughtfully and succinctly about issues related to culture and cognition.

Class membership (worth 50 points):  I ask that you be a fully engaged, active member of our seminar.  A true member reads everything assigned, attends all class meetings, asks questions about the readings, and makes positive contributions in and out of class.  When these things happen, a seminar is an intellectually gratifying experience for everyone.

There are 190 possible points in this course.  If you earn 90% (171) or more of the possible points, you’ll receive at least an A-.  If you earn 80% (152) or more, you’ll receive at least a B- and so forth.

I’m really looking forward to this course because its content is almost as new for me as it is for you.  We’ll be learning together.  ☺
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