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    Lecture 2: Other Perspectives and Symbolic Interactionism

Now that we have outlined what social psychology is about, and discussed some of the broad assumptions underlying the symbolic interactionist approach, today we will examine some of the other theoretical approaches that have been applied in social psychology. This will serve to better express, by way of contrast, what the symbolic interactionist approach to social psychology is all about.


Contemporary social psychologists have looked to several different philosophical and theoretical traditions for answers to the questions Mead addressed in his work. We will address seven of these:




1. Learning theory




2. Psychoanalytic theory




3. Exchange theory




4. Phenomenology and Ethnomethodology




5. Social Cognition




6. Social Constructionism




7. Postmodernism


Each of these have points in common with S.I., but also points of sharp difference. Each answers basic questions of interest to social psychologists in different ways.






1. Learning Theory:

The behaviorism of Watson, discussed two classes ago, laid the foundation for a school of thought that fairly dominated much 20th century psychology. Known as behaviorism, learning theory, or social learning theory, this approach has historically refused to consider unobservable “mental” and “subjective” phenomena, choosing instead to emphasize directly observable behavior and environmental events. While the strict behaviorist position has softened somewhat, it will be helpful to contrast this with S.I. to better understand the contrasting positions.


The basic ideas of behaviorism center around classical conditioning (e.g. Pavlov’s dog). Stimuli are associated with rewards such that, eventually, they alone are sufficient to involuntarily elicit the response originally associated with the reward (e.g. drooling). In contrast, operant conditioning focuses on more voluntary behavior that the organism has some control over. In this version, popularized by B.F. Skinner, the stimulus follows the response. A behavior is followed by a reward, for example, and the original voluntary behavior is positively reinforced.


How do such principles provide a basis for social psychology? The main idea is that the individual’s environment, including other people, is the source of stimuli - both those that trigger involuntary responses and those that serve as positive or negative reinforcement for voluntary behaviors (e.g. learning to say “thank you” or clean your room is in response to rewards and punishments). An extension of learning theory posits further that much learning in social contexts is vicarious: picked up by observing the behavior of others, along with the rewards and punishments they earn. This is known as model learning, suggesting that people learn by observation and imitation - not just by blind trial and error.


Symbolic interactionists find much that is appealing in this perspective. Like behaviorists, interactionists emphasize the study of actual and observable behavior, make learning an important process, and emphasize that a future stimulus can control behavior (goal-oriented behavior).


Yet, in the eyes of symbolic interactionists, classical behaviorism also has some serious problems. While both classical and operant conditioning can be found in humans and other animals, humans are seen by interactionists as exhibiting processes not observed in most - if not all - other animals. Interactionists emphasize that we, as humans, can become aware of our conditioned responses, the relationship between our present conduct and future events, and act to influence these. Self-awareness is crucial to intentional behavior, and this capacity to be aware of our conduct makes it possible for us to control it. Moreover, human ability to govern behavior to secure a goal depends on the capacity to imagine oneself acting in alternative ways and picking the most appropriate one.


In addition, though contemporary behaviorism conceives the social environment as an important source of stimuli, it still tends to a microscopic view of behavior in which the complexities and the real significance of that environment are ignored. Instead, for example, of a child learning to be polite through either trial and error or vicarious imitation accompanied by rewards and punishments, interactionists suggest that there is more to the process of learning. They argue that people seem to be guided not merely by pleasure and pain, but also by more general ideas of how their conduct is to be fitted to others, and how others may see us as a result. For the interactionist, it is the individual’s conception of self in relation to their social group that underlies the capacity to be aware of his or her responses, to control them, and to formulate ideas about the expectations and responses of others. One develops an awareness not just of the behavior in question, but also of one’s place, roles, and to control one’s acts so that they mesh in the life of the group as a whole. Thus, the interactionist approach of how conduct is learned is more global, more complex, more social and more dynamic than that posed by a simple learning model.





     2. Psychoanalytic Theory:

While few social psychologists approach the field from a psychoanalytic perspective, Sigmund Freud and his followers have exerted considerable influence, and we must take it into account. Freudian theory has a view of the nature of society and the development of the individual personality. Freud regarded the individual and society as in conflict with one another, and argued that we can grasp the dynamics of society and culture, as well as the place of the individual in society, only by understanding the dynamics of personality. 


Freud’s conception of personality is divided into three components. The id is the source of the individual’s drives, instincts, and behavioral energy. The forces that move behavior - such as sexuality or aggression - are biological and universal, exceedingly powerful, and the central fact with which the individual as well as the society must contend. The id is the source of motivation and supplies the person with the images of those objects that will meet its needs (e.g. sexual partners/objects). The second component of personality is the ego, which is kind of an operating mechanism that searches in the external world for opportunities to meet the organism’s needs. The ego is the part of personality that lives in the real world, confronts it, and attempts to secure objects that will actually satisfy the person’s drives. In doing so, and while driven by the id, it must also contend with a third component of personality, the superego, which is the internalization of society and culture in the individual. This represents what society stands for, as opposed to what the id wants, and is as powerful and demanding a force as the latter. It represents morality, perfection, and the socially necessary as against the unremitting biological imperatives of the id. The ego can thus be thought of as the negotiator or manager that is caught between these two powerful forces. It has a difficult task trying to satisfy both simultaneously, and, in doing so, relies on many defensive techniques whose objectives are to deceive both into thinking that their imperatives are being met (e.g. repression of potentially dangerous ideas or wishes, such as an insistent sexual impulse, into the unconscious).


Symbolic interactionists have generally either ignored psychoanalysis or rejected it because of its weakest features, rather than grapple with the problems it poses for social theory. Most social psychologists reject Freud’s biological and instinctual theory of motivation covered up by a thin veneer of civilization. They maintain that the relationship between society and the person is more cooperative, and that culture does not invariably battle biology. Indeed, some go so far as to argue that humans are animals without instincts, and that culture replaces the biological guidance that the species lost during the course of its evolution. Thus, culture guides humans rather than restrains their antisocial impulses. To the extent that this is so, much of the force of Freud’s theory seems to be lost.


It’s possible, however, to reject Freud’s theory of instincts and culture without rejecting some more important and valid insights of psychoanalysis. For example, Freud’s theories act as a caution against an oversocialized conception of human beings: culture does not automatically or mechanically dictate conduct, there is no lack of conflict between the individual and society, and what people do often seems unpredictable and inexplicable.


Indeed, it isn’t necessary to posit anti-social biological drives to explain how society and the individual come into conflict. In both S.I. and psychoanalytic theory there is a basis for viewing the individual and society in a natural state of tension with one another. Like Freud, S.I. says that acts have their beginning beneath the level of consciousness - although S.I. doesn’t go so far as to posit an unconscious realm of which the individual is unaware and doesn’t control.  S.I. also imbue the person with the capacity to inhibit and redirect incipient acts - to say “no” to the impulses that arise within - whether derived from culture or not. The result is that the individual is no puppet of society, but an active creature struggling for self-control - sometimes developing plans and purposes that run counter to what culture demands or encourages.






3. Exchange Theory:

A sociological theory of social psychology that draws on some of the elementary principles of learning theory and microeconomics is known as exchange theory. Elaborated in the works of Peter Blau, George Homans, and Richard Emerson, this takes learning theory as one of its starting points. Its basic premise is that what people do is a function of what they get for doing it. To the extent that people are rewarded for their activities, exchange theorists argue they will be inclined to repeat those activities in the future. 


Sociological exchange theory is more elaborate and social than learning theory because it incorporates an economic model of human beings in interaction. It views people as making rational profit calculations, deciding what they will do on the basis of the likely costs to them of a particular behavior as against the rewards the behavior will earn them (e.g. the rewards to be gained from spending more time with one’s spouse vs. the costs to me of not doing something else, such as working harder at one’s job). 


In addition, exchange theory takes into account the crucial fact that people provide one another with rewards and punishments. Social reinforcements such as love, acceptance, status, respect, and approval are viewed as crucial. Moreover, people interacting typically are providing mutual rewards and reinforcements (e.g. marital relationships could be seen as exchanging economic security for affection). 


Symbolic interactionists don’t quarrel with some of the basic ideas of this approach, such as mutual dependence resulting in stable relationships, and an explanation of how people create order and structure in their lives. Moreover, they agree with exchange theorists that many exchange relationships develop within existing social structures, and that not all exchanges are entirely  free or voluntary because they are constrained by existing inequalities in the distribution of resources (e.g. employment). Indeed, for interactionists, exchange theory has another major virtue: positing a fairly explicit and complex set of cognitive processes that underlie behavior. In order to engage in their respective cost-benefit analyses, people must be able to imagine alternative lines of conduct, anticipate others’ responses, and thus exert control over behavior. 


Yet, exchange theory fails to elaborate how this happens, nor has an elaborated theory of the self. For interactionists, another serious problem is in its single-minded emphasis on profit and loss calculations. For exchange theorists, everything hinges on the bottom line. This amounts to an assertion that there is but one motive in life. One meaning underlying all human conduct. Symbolic interactionists posit that we are much more than economic beings, and are capable of much more diverse motives. Sure people calculate their profits and losses, but also act with altruism, in a cooperative spirit, or with commitment to relationships despite the bottom line. 


An exchange theorist would object that people who make such apparently altruistic choices are actually doing so because they value such behavior more, and are thus actually getting something out of it. However, there is a logical problem here. Unless we can predict what rewards people will value and thus predict their behavior, we haven’t said much about predicting their conduct. Exchange theory assumes that what people do they do because they are rewarded, but this becomes true by definition: rewards are posited even when they can’t be identified or described.


Interactionists take a different approach. Rather than explaining what people do on the basis of (singleminded) assumptions about their motives, it examines what people say about their motives and looks at real contexts of interaction in which people actually form their conduct. Symbolic interactionists look at the meanings that people actually construct as they go about their affairs.




        4. Phenomenology and Ethnomethodology:

Two closely related perspectives deal more directly and explicitly with the meaning of human conduct than either of the above. Phenomenology goes back to the German philosopher Edmund Husserl, and was elaborated in sociology by Alfred Shutz, Peter Berger and Thomas Luckmann. Phenomenological sociology makes the subjective standpoint of individual actors its central focus of attention. Phenomenology sees the reality of the social world as multiple, not objective and independent, and that it is largely constituted by the individual’s subjective viewpoint. Indeed, one might argue that there is not a single objective reality, but as many social realities as there are perspectives from which to view them. Even seemingly simple entities, such as one’s family, appear very different from different angles and to different individuals (e.g. a source of pride, a restrictive prison, a haven from teachers and peers, etc.). The phenomenologist accounts for human conduct by attempting to “get within” and describe the subjective perspectives of people, on the premise that one can only understand and account for what people do by understanding the reality they perceive and act toward.


Ethnomethodology is a variant of phenomenology. Both perspectives are interested in the perspectives of actors, in how they view and act in their world as they see it. However, the main concern in ethnomethodology is the methods people use to produce meaning. Ethnomethodologists assert that meaning lies in the verbal accounts people give of their experiences and interactions with others. These attempt to introduce order, sense, rationality, and predictability into the social world (e.g. how psychiatrists comes to explain a diagnosis of mental illness, the rules that are invoked, the justifications, etc. - without assuming that the diagnosis is correct or even that there is such an illness).  Underlying this approach is the belief that people are more or less constantly engaged in a process of making sense, creating sense, making it appear that behavior is correct or appropriate, and that others are sensible human beings doing things in the usual way. This is because culture does not provide a specific set of rules sufficient to guide people in their everyday behavior, but provides these as resources that people can utilize in creating the illusion of normality and meaning in everyday life. It is centrally concerned with how people make sense of what they do (e.g. through talk).


Symbolic interactionists find some features of phenomenology and ethnomethodology to be useful additions to its approach, but do not consider either to be an adequate basis for a comprehensive social psychology. Though both S.I. and phenomenology view a person’s perspective and perceptions as very important, S.I. avoids the extreme subjectivity into which the latter is prone to fall. S.I. argues that people act on the basis of meanings, such that one’s actions in a particular situation depend on the way that situation is perceived. Yet, the world external to the individual does not simply become what they think it is - there are limits to the person’s capacity to imagine that the world is what it’s not. There is an external world that confronts and constrains the individual regardless of how s/he perceives it.


The major contribution of ethnomethodology is the insight that people construct meaning and sensibility through their conversations. Although S.I. emphasizes the meanings that people share as they interact, it is easy to overemphasize the extent to which meanings fully and genuinely shared. Ethnomethodology bridges this gap: illustrating that shared meaning is often an illusion, but that people have ways to convince themselves that they agree with one another or that they share the same motives when, in fact, they don’t. Yet, beyond this insight, ethnomethodology is too limited in scope to constitute an adequate foundation for social psychology as a whole. By reducing everything to the question of how people create meaning, it ignores other important matters such as how people actually decide to act in particular ways, how interaction influences conduct, and how selves are formed. By focusing on language, moreover, ethnomethodology ignores other actions. Social psychology is much broader.






5. Social Cognition

Developed mainly by psychologists, this approach focuses on the content, organization, creation, and processing of knowledge - less so on behavior or emotion. The stress is on people’s thoughts. Major tenets include:


* People are cognitive misers. They develop cognitive structures enabling them to efficiently process vast amounts of information about themselves and others.


* Structures assist cognitive processes (i.e. paying attention, remembering, making social inferences).


* Structures and processes are socially formed and consequential.


The stress here is less on the social world than on the ways people process information about it. The idea is that we are constantly bombarded with more information about ourselves and others than we can readily process. Yes, we can visually note things like gender and other characteristics, while words and deeds can add more (e.g. interests, moods), but the potentially confusing amount of information must be structured and processed if the person is to know how to respond. People try to do this as simply and efficiently as possible, using shortcuts, assumptions, etc (e.g. assuming one wearing a dress is female). These assumptions are referred to as schemas. These are abstract cognitive structures that represent organized knowledge about a given concept or type of stimulus. These can focus on specific people, types of people, social roles, groups, events, even the self (e.g. one’s spouse, child discipline, co-workers, political issues, even the self). The schema represents a kind of picture of any of these things or situations, some quite abstract (another’s tendency to respond in a certain way), others quite specific (a corporate lawyer’s  likely appearance). As such, schemas function as a sort of loosely organized theory people use to make sense of their world, understand and predict others’ behavior, and decide what to do. They also use them to understand their own behaviors, traits, and self more generally.


Schemas do this by (1) shaping one’s attention to stimuli, separating out what is important and what is not (e.g. one’s schema for a particular friend and his/her traits shape how one responds to that friend’s actions). If congruent, it’s not an issue, but if the friend acts in a way that’s unexpected, that’s going to get noticed as needing attention and response. This is not done consciously (too much work). Rather schemas operate in the background to encourage the person to respond so.


(2) Cognitive schemas are also  key in the organization and functioning of memory. Schemas that organize perceptions of importance or salience also shape memories of particular events (i.e. what an individual remembers about, say, a crime, depends on the schema they apply to it). Thus, if a crime is committed by a person from a particular background, social group schemas regarding that group will likely be utilized such that the person remembers that aspect, but pays less attention to other details such as aspects of the scene or victim.  Indeed, sometimes these can lead people to supposedly remember details that were not actually observed (e.g. things part of one’s schema for that group, such as attire).


(3) Schemas influence the way people make inferences about themselves and the social world.  They are intensely social, originating in the social world and individual experience. They enable the person to function in the social world in part because they are shared and  used collectively in social interaction, not just in individual isolation.


Sociologists who use this approach are particularly interested in where these schemas come from and how they apply in social situations. Many of these ideas fit well within the S.I. perspective (e.g. role schemas and event schemas have parallel or equivalent concepts in S.I., while social cognition researchers have independently discovered ideas interactionists have used for some time. Yet there are important differences too. Interactionists are more interested in actions and feelings, not just cognitive processes. They also more commonly study thoughts, feelings, and actions in the real situations of everyday life as opposed to the psychology lab.





   6. Social Constructionism

Social constructionism, popularized by Berger and Luckmann’s (1967) Social Construction of Reality, is less an organized theoretical perspective than a set of questions researchers ask. Proponents look at existing social patterns or forms and try to show how they might have developed differently (e.g. schizophrenia, crime). As such, they argue that the “reality” people see when they look at such phenomena is socially constructed. It is not an inevitable product of the laws of nature, but a human creation. Sociologists do constructionist analyses because they want to reveal the social origins of what is commonly seen as “natural” rather than social, a part of a given “reality” rather than a human creation.


Such analyses can be illustrated by “mental illness.” Many assume that depression is a medical problem, an illness to be treated by doctors and therapists. Yet this often glosses over the social origins of depression that are often less visible to the diagnosed, their healers, and relevant social circles. In the constructionist view, depression is not an inevitable fact of biology or psychology, but may alternatively be defined as having social origins. Further, medical ways of conceiving depression have consequences which fall most heavily on the “patients” (e.g. psychoactive medications). This provides work for doctors and therapists and enriches drug companies). Many fields and topics have been subject to such analyses (e.g. child abuse, physics, etc). Not all have been received well.


Whether or not a particular phenomenon is or is not real often becomes the issue in debates about this approach. Natural scientists and everyday people believe that there is a “real world” and that science can discover solid facts about it. Constructionists disagree (e.g. quarks come into being as answers to the questions we raise about the physical world, as do things like depression or child abuse. As the questions change or the means of answering them become exhausted or new ones are invented, “reality” changes. Physics (and everything else) could have come out otherwise had it asked different questions, developed other techniques, or been influenced by other historic circumstances.


As for the relation of constructionism to S.I., the latter views people as sculpting “reality” from “materials” (i.e. ideas, things, methods, knowledge - that people find as they seek to solve problems confronting them. Some already have been created by people, others not humanly created are sometimes beyond our control. We respond to them on the basis of our ideas about them, but they do not necessarily do so in turn. We sculpt this “reality” in a probing, partial, tentative fashion, useful for some purposes but not others. Humans doggedly pursue “reality,” but it does not always fit neatly into our attempts (e.g. historical variations in understanding and responding to crime or mental disorder, some successful, many not, that often benefitted some groups and organizations more than others). Both constructionists and S.I. on these bases argue that, for example, it makes no sense to argue that depression is “real” or not. It makes more sense to say that people have sculpted the idea of depression as they sought to cope with a widespread human affliction. Human ideas have created a set of ideas and practices, some working some of the time, some at others, and some never do but persist all the same. The “reality” that psychopharmacology has carved out has gained favor over that inherited from religion or traditional psychology because pills work, are cheaper, and these follow a major cultural script for illness and recovery. But it also makes sense to say that the “reality” shaped by proponents of these practices is itself incomplete. 






7. Postmodernism

Postmodernism is a diverse and often elusive set of ideas that emerged from European philosophy in the 1960's. It combines a strong critique of social science (including S.I.) As a way of producing knowledge. It seeks to challenge the assumptions, theories, and methods that the social sciences take for granted. Post WWII, it argues, mass communication and the culture of consumption have transformed human life. People have become obsessed with consumption to assure themselves of their own reality and social worth. They live amidst a “hyperreality,” having lost the capacity between reality and illusion. In this, symbols no longer stand for things, but only other symbols. As such, by the late 20th century, social science had become incapable of understanding the world or even communicating its understanding in ways that make sense to people. 


S.I., in contrast, postulates a self-conscious individual who perceives, situations, makes choices, and acts. Postmodernism derides this as illusory, a product of ideology. Indeed, it derides the self as an illusion, a result of the ideological underpinnings of modern thought. In effect, postmodernists accepts the idea that the individual is a social product, but not the reverse that society is a human product. In today’s world, the illusion is not only untrue but irrelevant. The very idea of an autonomous and independent self (“the subject”) is felt incapable of accounting for the ways that people live and experience themselves in today’s world. 


In particular, postmodernists are preoccupied with the decline of grand narratives (i.e. any overarching account or worldview that seeks to explain the nature of the world or human experience (e.g. progress, science, religion, political philosophies, etc). Such narratives traditionally directed people to perceive and believe in certain “facts,” but postmodernists say we only see these as facts because people believed in the grand narrative that made them so. 


For postmodernists, all narratives are essentially equal, with no basis for deciding one is more true than others. None should thus be privileged over the other (e.g. science is also suspect). Each claim to “knowledge” or “truth” is related to power, indeed is a way of exerting power over others. Meanwhile, claims to possess the truth conceal the interests of claimants because they are embedded in “discourse,” characteristic ways of conceiving, speaking, and writing about things (e.g. S.I. has produced texts, like the works  of G.H. Mead and H. Blumer that embody the interactionist way of looking at the world). For postmodernists, all texts conceal an ideology, beliefs not based so much on evidence (a suspect term as well), but only the interests and preferences of people holding them.


While S.I. shares some suppositions with postmodernists (i.e. knowledge is relative, narratives must be situated in their social contexts, and that discourses shape our views of reality), the pragmatist tradition in which S.I. is rooted sees knowledge as always evolving and changing to meet the need to solve problems and overcome obstacles. While the postmodernist sees the self as an illusory artifact, S.I. does not see it as located within the individual but practically arising in a social space shared with others. It is not seen as a constant illusion but always in the process of being created as necessary to respond to practical situations.


Major differences between postmodernism and S.I. include: (1) interactionists do not simply see the person as a fiction constructed by discourse, but an active constructor of that discourse as well. People confront obstacles and problems, they survey their circumstances, they consider alternatives, and they act to overcome these obstacles and solve problems. In so doing, they exercise creativity and do not merely speak the lines that discourse hands them. (2) interactionists believe that there is an empirical world that resists human action. While granting that ideas about the empirical world are inevitably imperfect and incomplete, and that what we perceive as “reality” shifts, this does not mean that there is no empirical world. Things do not disappear when we try to think them away (e.g. think you can fly, but jump out of a building and you’ll get hurt). There is, in other words, an obdurate resisting empirical world that does not roll over and play dead in the face of human constructions of it. 


S.I. does not claim to possess the absolute truth nor does it assert that such a thing exists. Indeed, they assert that pragmatists grappled with these same issues long ago. They feel that postmodernists have developed some useful critiques, but these should not be taken to extreme conclusions. 




 Major Tenets of Symbolic Interactionism:

Now that we have contrasted S.I. with other perspectives, we are in a better position to understand what it is. In explaining what it is, then, it becomes clear that most symbolic interactionists would subscribe to the following general principles:

(1) The task of social psychology is to account for the formation and varieties of human social conduct: In essence, like all sociologists, interactionists are interested in the patterned regularities of human social life. This life is social, and can’t be accounted for on the basis of idiosyncratic individual efforts. While exhibiting much structured regularity, however, interactionists stress that, as well, we cannot fully understand these class or gender patterns without understanding the social processes in which they are created and maintained.

(2) Human conduct depends on the creation and maintenance of meaning: Unlike behavioral psychologists, who avoid meaning, or structural sociologists, who feel that it is dictated to people, interactionists see meaning as variable and emergent from people’s defining acts in particular situation. There are several implications.


First, people act with plans and purposes. They may not always be fully realized nor even (like habits) conscious, but they are goal directed all the same.


Second, meaning and intention are two sides of the same coin. Meaning is found in intentional, purposeful conduct - whether overt or kept to ones’ thoughts.


Third, interactionists stress the possibility of meaning being transformed, either individually or collectively. Recognizing that people are partially restricted to certain meanings by the words that they learn, this does not rule out the possibility of new ways of naming and understanding new things, people and events with which they are confronted. There is always the possibility of thinking of alternative goals and methods - so the meanings we act upon can always change. 

(3) Human conduct is self-referential: The individual is seen as both an acting subject and an object in his or her own experience. Unlike other animals, who view the world from the center of their own being, human beings have self-consciousness. They act towards themselves with purpose much as they act toward the external world. They take themselves into account as they act.


The self is a valued and crucial human object, a major source of the purposes that people bring to their environment. People don’t merely wish to act with others, they want to find a coherent sense of social identity by participation in group life. They also want to attach positive value to the self, to maintain and enhance their self-esteem.


Consciousness of self thus confers not only the capacity to exert control over conduct, but also to make the self an important focus of conduct. While capable of social coordination, they are also capable of considerable self-absorption - and each can be a way of maintaining a coherent self and maintaining self-esteem under the right circumstances.

(4) People Form conduct as they interact with one another: Whereas psychologists emphasize rewards and punishments and sociologists the determining effects of roles, norms and social class, interactionists emphasize that conduct is formed in real time as people form plans and purposes, take themselves into account, and interact with one another. Most acts are social acts requiring the coordinated efforts of several individuals in a social setting, and, while the templates are handed down to us, these only persist because people reproduce them. Thus, all acts are potentially novel. They may be routine most of the time, but, people do encounter new situations, obstacles, and combinations that they haven’t encountered before, and new actions, skills and methods may transform the routine into something more.

(5) Society and culture shape and constrain conduct, but they are also the products of conduct: In common with other sociologists, S.I. emphasizes the prior existence and impact of society and culture, yet does not stop there. It asserts that we do not have to reproduce the society and culture we inherit, and sometimes we don’t. Regardless of what is at issue, the persistence of a belief or a social practice rests on a foundation of individual and collective action. Culture isn’t an invariant set of lessons from the past, but the environment in which we all live, an environment composed of objects whose persistence depends on our continuing to take them into account, even as our survival depends on our coming to terms with them. 
