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COURSE SYLLABUS

From cognition to society: What can cognitive science contribute to understanding socioeconomic, political and cultural phenomena?






































Instructor:  

Professor Daniel Nettle (daniel.nettle@ncl.ac.uk)
Department of Cognitive Science
Central European University

Semester/term: Autumn, 2021-2
PhD, elective, graded
2 CET, 4 ECTS
Pre-requisites (if applicable): None
Course e-learning site: https://ceulearning.ceu.edu/
Office hours: Thursday 3-5 PM, C512
Course Description
A longstanding idea in the social sciences is that social facts, such as norms, laws, traditions or institutions, cannot be reduced to facts about individual psychology. There are senses in which this is true, and senses in which it is false. Social facts are not the simple outcome of any one person’s desires or intentions. On the other hand, norms and institutions must be represented, understood, accepted and transmitted by individual minds. Minds have a rich set of universal intuitions and biases. These cognitive processes exert a continuous shaping influence, I will argue, on the social facts that societies sustain. This is related to the idea of the cultural attractor: patterns of social living and cultural representation that persist must all belong in that set which can survive the regularising activity of the human mind. Though this is a very large set, it is plausibly only a subset of all the patterns and representations that are logically possible. 
The course is based on a series of case studies from the current literature and my own research in progress. The case studies typically have the same general structure: identifying cognitive processes through experimental study, and using these to explain regularities in the forms of social institutions or beliefs across societies. In contrast to the law and economics movement, which sees institutions as almost always efficient because they are gradually constructed by millions of rational actors, the case studies emphasize how social institutions can end up ineffective or plain odd because of the quirks of human minds. A fundamental issue to be grappled with in this area is the diversity of human societies, given the psychic unity of humankind. Should the diversity be viewed as skin-deep, variations on a theme, whilst it is the commonality that impresses us? Or is the diversity more striking than the commonality? 
We will also discuss whether the methods we have available for the studying the relevant cognition, given that the participants in psychology experiments that seek to explain some social fact have already been socialized by those facts prior to the study. 

Some of the sessions, including the first two and the final one, will be lectures by Daniel Nettle. For the rest of the sessions, there are assigned papers to read. All class members are asked to do the reading beforehand, and we will set up an online forum for collecting comments and questions. In addition, one student will be asked to lead the presentation of each of the readings shown in bold. All students will present, probably twice, over the course of the semester, and this is part of the requirement for participation. 

For a final assessment, I will ask students to write an essay on a title of their choice. This can either be: (a) a short proposal for, or sketch of, a potential research study that uses cognitive principles to explain a social or cultural phenomenon; or (b) a conceptual discussion of the role of cognitive science in explaining social phenomena. There will also be an opportunity for students to present their work or future research ideas in one of the later weeks. 
Learning Outcomes

By the end of this course, students will be able to:

· Critically discuss the relationships between the cognitive and social sciences
· Review examples from the recent literature that explains social facts from individual cognition 
· Evaluate the explanatory and methodological adequacy of attempts to explain social and cultural patterns from cognitive principles
· Design research programs of their own that bridge the cognitive and social sciences
Course Requirements

(a) Presentation of at least one of the works listed on the schedule below.

(b) An essay on a title of choice, as outlined in ‘Course Description’ above. 

COURSE SCHEDULE (all classes 9am)
	Week
	Topic
	Reading

	0
(September 21)
	Introductory lecture: 
Supernatural belief
	Norenzayan et al. (2006)

Bannerjee et al. (2013)



	1 (September 23)
	Introduction and outline
	Boyer and Petersen (2011/21)

	2 (September 30)
	Morality and the cognitive basis of the law
	Awad et al. (2020)

Sznycer & Patrick (2020)



	3 (October 7)
	The role of intention in moral and legal liability
	Young and Saxe (2011)

Giffin and Lombrozo (2016)



	4 (October 14)
	Cross-cultural variation in the role of intention
	Barrett et al. (2016)

Barrett and Saxe (2021)


	5 (October 21)
	Mind-body dualism
	Weisman et al. (2021)

	6 (October 28)
	Inequality, deprivation and punishment 
	De Courson and Nettle (2021)

Holton (2021)

	7 (November 4)
	Kinship and social structure
	Madsen et al. (2007)

Thomas et al (2021)



	8 (November 11)
	Folk medicine and narrative
	Miton et al. (2015)

Berl et al. (2021)
 

	9 (November 18)
	Convention and conformity
	Theriault et al. (2021)
de Courson, Fitouchi et al. (2021)


	10 (November 25)
	Ideology, rationality and discourse
	Mercier (2017)

Claidiere et al. (2017)



	11 (December 2)
	Ideas for future research
	Discussions of research ideas

	12 (December 9)
	Conclusions: Evolved cognition in the structure of social science
	Lecture by DN


Readings in bold will be presented by students. 
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