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1. Ethnoscience, folkbiology, folkbotany

· Began in the 1950s when anthropologists at Yale applied the formal methods and theories of structural linguistics to semantic fields related to cultural knowledge. 

· Ward Goodenough (1956) and Floyd Lounsbury’s (1956) pioneering papers on the semantics of kinship terms established the programme, which was later developed in relation to taxonomic biological terms, notably by Conklin and Frake. 

· Ethnoscience was concerned with linguistic structure, not psychology, and assumed an unproblematic relation between language and thought. Criticised for its narrow scope and presumption of cultural concensus.  

2. Scripts, schemas and cultural models

· Work in psychology on prototypes led to the development of schema theory in anthropology from late 70s. 

· Schemas explain how people process familiar domains of knowledge quickly by applying a cultural model or template. 

· They also explain the generative capacity of cultural knowledge. 

· Schemas are simplified, idealised worlds. 

3. Epidemiology of representations 

· …is a research methodology proposed by Dan Sperber and very influential in contemporary cognitive anthropology; the explanation of cultural representations in terms of the cognitive and ecological constraints that account for their persistence. 

· Materialist ontology - Anthropologists properly study three kinds of objects, all of which are purely material: (1) mental representations (brain states); (2) public representations (heterogeneous: buildings, speech, masks…); (3) causal chains in which (1) and (2) alternate.

· Cultural representations are those that are shared by all or most of a population. Why do some representations become cultural representations? The answer must be that they conform to the requirements of (universal) cognitive and (local) ecological constraints.

· Because of the importance of cognitive constraints in determining the spread of representations, anthropologists must engage with the psychology of thought.

· Proposed law of oral societies: Only ‘easy’ representations are stable; difficult ones are bound to be forgotten or transformed towards easier versions. This is due to the filtering effects of memory and communication. The introduction of writing weakens this effect.

· Geneticists have to explain change because genes replicate reliably and variations only enter a population by random mutation. Epidemiologists of representation are faced with a different problem: every act of transmission of representations involves interpretation and so is a transformation. Cultural evolution happens not by selection but by attraction towards cognitively attractive forms of representation.

