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Socrates, Skinner, and Aristotle: Three Ways of
Thinking About Culture in Action1
Stephen Vaisey2

The cultural turn has been one of the major shifts in sociology over the last two decades.
Though nearly everyone now agrees that culture matters, how it matters is not terribly clear.
What, exactly, is culture supposed to do? In this essay, I articulate two ideal-typical—though
often implicit—ways most sociologists have thought about culture’s role in action. Although no
single sociologist or piece of research fully embodies either ideal type, I believe they are real
tendencies in the ﬁeld that have real consequences for how research is designed, undertaken, and
understood. After outlining these approaches, I subject them to an engagement with cognitive
science. This is not out a desire for reductionism but, as I will show, because a crucial difference
between these perspectives is their implicit model of how human beings perceive, acquire, store,
retrieve, and act on the symbolic information that surrounds them every day. This exercise will
lead to the conclusion that both perspectives are incomplete and will point toward a synthetic
approach that can shed new light on how culture matters for action.
KEY WORDS: action; cognition; culture; situation; values.

INTRODUCTION
The cultural turn has been one of the major shifts in sociology over
the last two decades. Culture is everywhere, from studies of bar patrons
to the welfare state, in subﬁelds from social movements to stratiﬁcation.
Nearly everyone now agrees that culture matters, but how it matters is
not terribly clear. What, exactly, is culture supposed to do? If, as Weber
claims, sociology is ‘‘a science concerned with the subjective meaning of
action,’’ and if culture refers to the social webs of meaning that help organize these subjectivities, then we can justly claim that understanding how
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culture matters is imperative for all sociologists, not just those who ‘‘do
culture.’’ But given the sometimes arcane debates engaged in by cultural
sociologists, scholars outside the subﬁeld may be even less clear about
how to think about the role of culture in their work.
In this essay, I want to articulate two ideal-typical—though often
implicit—ways most sociologists have thought about culture’s role in
action. I hasten to add that while no single sociologist or piece of research
fully embodies either ideal-type, I believe they are real tendencies in the
ﬁeld that have real consequences for how research is designed, undertaken,
and understood. After outlining these approaches, I subject them to an
engagement with cognitive science. This is not out a desire for reductionism but, as I will show, because a crucial difference between these perspectives is their implicit model of how human beings perceive, acquire, store,
retrieve, and act on the symbolic information that surrounds them every
day. This exercise will lead to the conclusion that both perspectives are
incomplete and will point toward a synthetic approach that can shed new
light on how culture matters for action. I will spend the rest of the essay
sketching this perspective and considering how it could improve sociological research. A ﬁnal note: as a heuristic device, I associate the three
approaches I discuss with a famous name that suggests something of its
central organizing principle. I have found this useful, but I hope it is not
taken further than is warranted.

SOCRATES: ACTORS AS DELIBERATORS
The ﬁrst perspective on culture in action is based in Parsons’s interpretation of Weber’s value-rational action. Because of the propositional
and discursive character of this approach, I call it the Socratic model. In
the most general terms, it holds that people have beliefs about good and
bad, right and wrong, worthy and unworthy that they have internalized
from their societies and that these beliefs and values in turn motivate the
choice of some actions over others. This view was formed in direct contrast to neoclassical economics, which regards preferences as idiosyncratic;
nevertheless, they both rely on a means-ends framework for understanding
action and motivation (see Joas, 1996). One can see a number of traces of
this model in sociology, from Weber’s sociology of religion, to Parsons’s
Structure of Social Action, to more contemporary exemplars like sociological rational choice theory, identity theory, and research using the World
Values Study. And while not in sociology per se, many sociologists have
been inﬂuenced by Kohlberg’s theory of moral development (itself explicitly ‘‘Socratic’’) and by Rokeach’s and Schwartz’s work on values (see
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Hitlin and Piliavin, 2004). I am grouping together a number of very
different things here, but at core of these perspectives are two ideas: ﬁrst,
that people acquire particular values through a process of socialization and,
second, that these values play a vital role in causing behavior.

SKINNER: ACTORS AS SENSE-MAKERS
Though it has not disappeared, and in some ways remains our baseline understanding, the Socratic view of culture in action has fallen out of
favor. In fact, the ‘‘cultural turn’’ has been founded on a different understanding of culture in action altogether. I want to argue that the organizing principle of this new take on culture is that culture’s primary role is to
justify or ‘‘make sense of’’ constraints and pressures imposed by situations,
social networks, and institutions. Because the emphasis is on the actionshaping power of the external environment and the post hoc, epiphenomenal role of cultural reasoning, I label this the Skinnerian model of culture
in action. This label is undoubtedly going to make some people uneasy.
And admittedly, it is meant to be a bit of a caricature that will call attention to some of the (perhaps unintended) consequences of this view. I will
nevertheless take care to justify this name.
Though of course no one has come out and asserted a straightforwardly ‘‘Skinnerian’’ view of culture in action, there is ample evidence
for interpreting contemporary trends in strongly environmentalist terms
(see Campbell, 1996). The clearest evidence is the explicit claim that internalized values or beliefs do not motivate behavior. Swidler (2001:86–87)
states simply that ‘‘values are not the reason why a person develops one
strategy of action rather than another.’’ Jason Kaufman (2004:340), summarizing this view, concludes that cultural values are simply ‘‘rationales
for predetermined ends’’ and ‘‘a repertoire [people] use to make sense of
their thoughts and actions.’’ This perspective does not hold that values
play no role in action. After all, if someone realizes prospectively that she
would not be able to justify a particular action to herself or to others in
terms of some subjectively mastered and intersubjectively shared cultural
script, then the action will be much less likely. The logic of values is a
logic of presumptive justiﬁcation rather than of moral motivation (see
Boltanski and Thévenot, 2006; Mills, 1940; Scott and Lyman, 1968).
If values play no role in motivating action, then why do people move
toward some ‘‘predetermined ends’’ rather than others? One solution is to
argue that people are constrained by the fact that they cannot use cultural
scripts that they do not know. This makes sense. But since one of this perspective’s main contributions is the insight that people know more culture
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than they use, this ‘‘constraint’’ explanation is underdetermined. The main
approach to solving this problem has thus been to look outward to the
social environment. DiMaggio (1997:265, 274) argues that cultural repertoires are ‘‘situationally cued’’ to produce particular actions and grounds
cultural schema activation in the ‘‘cues available in the environment.’’
Swidler (2001:202, 204) takes this environmental logic up a level, invoking
institutions and their ability to control departures from the norm via
‘‘some set of rewards and sanctions’’ as well as through ‘‘monitoring and
enforcement.’’ Thus, while one’s internalized repertoire of cultural knowledge or skills may impose limits on the range of possible actions, the new
view of culture places the impetus for action outside the person.

ENGAGING WITH COGNITIVE SCIENCE
I have presented two ideal-typical views of culture in action, one that
emphasizes the importance of motivating internal states and the other
external pressures and constraints. Since the primary contrast between
these perspectives regards their assumptions about the role of mental
states in action, it makes sense to examine them in light of cognitive
science. As DiMaggio (1997:266) rightly asserts, ‘‘such assumptions, while
metatheoretical to sociologists, are keenly empirical from the standpoint
of cognitive psychology’’ (see also Bergesen, 2004; Cerulo, 2002, 2006;
Ignatow, 2007; Lizardo, 2007; Wuthnow, 2007).
Appropriately enough, DiMaggio’s main reason for preferring the
environmental approach is cognitive: since we now know that much of the
cultural information we internalize is contradictory and stored away without reference to truth value, it follows that it cannot (being contradictory)
provide coherent motivation. Though framed in less cognitive terms,
Swidler’s reasoning is similar. In accordance with the long tradition of
Kohlbergian moral psychology, Swidler assumes that if cultural beliefs
were motivational, they would have to be grounded in articulable cognitive structures. She further assumes that if beliefs were motives we would
ﬁnd consistency between the beliefs people articulate and their subsequent
actions. (That is, if people really believed in the romantic model of marriage, they would divorce the instant their marriage no longer promised
fulﬁllment—which most people do not). Failing to ﬁnd either pattern,
Swidler concludes that the (contradictory) beliefs her informants articulate
must be causally unrelated to action itself.
These critiques are warranted. And they do, in fact, seriously problematize a straightforward value-rational model of action. Nevertheless, I
want to argue that the case against internalized motives has been taken
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too far. I will support this claim with two brief discussions from the literature on cognition. The ﬁrst concerns dual-process theories of cognition,
which allow for both conscious and nonconscious processes of learning
and judgment. The second regards the debate surrounding person-situation
interactions, a body of work that can help us to theorize better how
cultural dispositions and environments reciprocally shape one another
over time.

Dual-Process Cognition
Dual-process theory holds that humans have two basic cognitive systems, System 1, which is fast, ‘‘hot,’’ automatic, and unconscious, and
System 2, which is slow, ‘‘cool,’’ reﬂexive, and conscious (see Evans,
2008). Building on this research, Jonathan Haidt (2005) contends that
human cognition is less like a computer (the most common metaphor)
and is in fact more like a rider on the back of an elephant. The rider, who
represents our conscious processes, is the part of ourselves we know
best—he can talk, reason, and explain things to our heart’s content. Yet,
for the most part, he is not in charge. The elephant, which stands for our
unconscious processes, is larger and stronger than the rider and totally
unencumbered by the need, or ability, to justify itself. As the metaphor
implies, while the rider may be able to train the elephant over time, he is
no match for it in a direct struggle.
This view has implications for understanding how culturally shaped
evaluations might inﬂuence action. In distinction to the Kohlbergian tradition (and the Socratic view more generally), there is mounting evidence
that moral judgment occurs primarily through intuitions and emotions
rather than through conscious reasoning (Ignatow, 2007). A new synthesis
is emerging in moral psychology that ﬁnds that people make strong moral
judgments (e.g., about consensual ‘‘safe sex’’ incest or dog eating) even
when unable to provide coherent (or indeed any) reasons for those judgments (see Haidt, 2007). These moral intuitions and emotions are neither
human universals nor purely situational in character, but covary with
sociological factors like country of origin, level of education, and political
afﬁliation. The value of this research is that it helps us understand that
people’s judgments and actions can be shaped by substantive moral codes
to which they do not have conscious access.
Dual-process theory also helps us make sense of how culture is differentially internalized. Although there is evidence that people ﬁle away bits
and pieces of cultural scripts and draw on them strategically (say, to
justify layoffs or their divorce), cognitive anthropologists have also
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concluded that people do internalize some cultural schemas more deeply
than others. D’Andrade contends that while more superﬁcial levels of
internalization concern classiﬁcation, cultural knowledge, and social reasoning, the deepest levels are truly motivational: ‘‘[the] cultural shaping of
emotions gives certain cultural representations emotional force, in that
individuals experience the truth and rightness of certain ideas as emotions
within themselves’’ (1995:229, emphasis in original). In other words, certain judgments can come to ‘‘feel right’’ to us, even if we cannot explain
why. The fact that we then go on to mobilize a number of reasons—even
contradictory reasons—to support our judgments does not mean that the
initial judgments lack a substantive internal basis nor that they are incapable of motivating action.

The Person-Situation Dynamic
Of course, the fact that certain ideas seem important to us would
hardly matter for a theory of action if situational pressures were consistently able to override or deactivate them. And there is, in fact, a growing
literature on the power of subtle environmental signals to shape behavior
in nonconscious ways (e.g., Wilson, 2002). Since many microsociologists
hold a strongly situationalist view that regards persons as interchangeable
within structures (e.g., Collins, 2004), the appeal of this research is understandable. But it is not the whole story. Examples of how the person and
the situation both contribute to behavior can be found in a number of
places (see Mischel, 2004), but I want to focus here on two: Milgram’s
obedience experiments and the Stanford Prison Experiment. I chose these
because they are hammered into sociology undergraduates (or at least they
were into me!) as paradigmatic cases of how social context can override
individual dispositions. Even here, however, there is considerable evidence
for both person and situation effects.
In his review of Milgram’s experiments and subsequent research on
obedience, Blass (1991) compiles a number of underappreciated results.
He ﬁnds, for example, that when converted into the more familiar metric
of R2, even Milgram’s most powerful situational manipulations only
explain between 13% and 18% of the variance in behavior. Furthermore,
in both Milgram’s original studies and subsequent replications, a number
of dispositional constructs, such as moral development stage, authoritarianism, social responsibility, locus of control, and beliefs about religious
and scientiﬁc authority, were found both to matter in their own right and
to moderate partially the situational manipulations. Even in this archetypical ‘‘strong’’ situation, dispositional differences mattered.
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However, these observations ignore a potentially more relevant point,
which is that people can select into (or out of) many situations in their
lives. This point was highlighted in a recent study that replicated the
recruitment phase of the Stanford Prison Experiment (SPE) (Carnahan
and McFarland, 2007). The authors used the text of the original SPE
advertisement to recruit participants for a ‘‘psychological study of prison
life’’ at three different universities. In a novel twist, however, they used
the same ad—omitting only the words ‘‘prison life’’—to recruit participants at three other universities. What they found was that the volunteers
for the prison life study scored signiﬁcantly higher on scales of aggression,
authoritarianism, Machiavellianism, narcissism, and social dominance,
and lower on scales of empathy and altruism than those who volunteered
for the generic study. Based on these ﬁndings, the authors suggest that the
original SPE is probably best understood as a person-situation interaction
between individuals with tendencies toward aggressive behavior and a situation that facilitated the mutual reinforcement of these tendencies. Taking
these strands together, the larger point here is that rejecting or minimizing
dispositional effects on behavior is unwarranted, even in the strongest
situations.

ARISTOTLE: TOWARD A ‘‘DUAL’’ DUAL-PROCESS THEORY
We can now step back and consider how we might incorporate these
insights into a model of culture in action. What would such a theoretical
model look like? Following the discussion above, I think it would incorporate two sets of dual processes: ﬁrst, it would include a better understanding of conscious and unconscious processes and their relationship to
cultural learning, cultural judgment, and social behavior; and, second, it
would more adequately specify the dynamic relationship between the person and the environment. Because it incorporates unconscious learning,
moral habits, and situated judgment, I call this the Aristotelian model of
culture in action. To be clear, my reference to Aristotle here is formal, not
substantive; that is, while I reject many speciﬁc aspects of his ethics (say,
regarding slavery), I think Aristotle’s basic model of learning and action is
quite consistent with what we know about human cognition (see Casebeer
and Churchland, 2003). I want to explore some of the conceptual and
methodological consequences of such a model, and argue that it would
signiﬁcantly improve our understanding of how culture matters in social
life.
Knowing that people have both conscious and unconscious cognitive
systems can help us make sense of the motivation ⁄ justiﬁcation paradox in
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cultural sociology. My interest in dual-process theory was inspired by my
research on the moral cultures of U.S. teenagers. Much to my surprise,
I found that even though teenagers choosing ‘‘do what makes me happy’’
on a survey question about moral decision making behave very differently
from those who choose ‘‘do what God or scripture says is right’’ (even
holding other factors constant), the way they talk in interviews about their
judgments is remarkably similar. Both sets of teenagers claim to follow
their ‘‘gut instinct,’’ ‘‘just feel,’’ or ‘‘just know’’ how to act before—predictably—offering various and sometimes contradictory moral justiﬁcations to back up these judgments. My research suggests that everyone does
‘‘what feels right,’’ but the substantive content of those feelings varies a
great deal. In my case, the forced-choice survey question was better able
to detect the moral biases underlying the rhetorical similarities because
recognizing a moral script that ‘‘sounds right’’ is cognitively easier than
articulating it from scratch. Put another way, talking about our mental
processes with an interviewer is something like describing a criminal suspect to a sketch artist and answering a forced-choice question is something
like picking a suspect out of a lineup. Given the right ‘‘lineup,’’ such questions may provide more reliable access than interviews to the cognitive
processes most relevant to action. Using both methods together was vital,
however. The interviews alone scream ‘‘cultural tools!’’ The surveys alone
suggest that people act on their beliefs. But looking at both yields a new
insight: that cultural biases at different levels of cognition can both motivate and justify action.
Where does this practical sense come from? For sociologists interested
in this question, Bourdieu’s work is an obvious place to start.3 Formally,
there are parallels between my ﬁndings and Bourdieu’s: the teenagers I
talked to ‘‘just know’’ what is morally right in the same way Bourdieu’s
respondents in Distinction (1984), for instance, ‘‘just see’’ what good art is.
Research in cognitive psychology and neuroscience is in fact remarkably
consistent with much of Bourdieu’s work (Ignatow, 2007; Lizardo, 2004,
2007). I have only two hesitations that prevent me from fully adopting
Bourdieu’s model: ﬁrst, it does not seriously consider the possibility that
‘‘discursive consciousness’’ (in Giddens’s terms) can, under the right conditions, override the habitus (see Haidt, 2001). Second, it overemphasizes
the importance of stratifying structures—like the distribution of economic
and cultural capital—as shapers of cultural bias. My own research on
teenagers suggests that family structure, religious experiences, and media
consumption are more important than factors like income and education
3
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for shaping the moral sense (see also Sayer, 2005; Strauss and Quinn,
1997).
Because the relationship between internal states and external states is
more complex than either Socratic or Skinnerian theory credits, a better
understanding of this relationship is also vital. The ‘‘Aristotelian’’ model
holds that experiences and relationships can shape one’s cultural biases,
but also that these biases shape the kinds of situations and relationships
toward which a person will gravitate (Thompson et al., 1990). Most contemporary cultural sociology relies on the language of ‘‘mutual constitution’’ to think this through, which mixes culture and structure together
and rules out distinguishing them on metatheoretical grounds (Archer
1996). It seems to me that language like this, though it sounds sophisticated, gets us very little in the way of understanding. A more grounded
account of the social and psychological mechanisms involved can help us
better understand the analytically distinct processes of how what’s ‘‘outside’’ gets ‘‘in’’ and vice versa. Margaret Archer argues persuasively that
only by taking this temporal ‘‘morphogenesis’’ seriously can we really
understand how these processes work. Some recent work on culture and
networks suggests that prying these ‘‘mutually constituted’’ pairs apart
can yield empirical fruit. Omar Lizardo (2006) shows, for example, that
musical tastes can shape the structure of networks. David Smilde (2007)
ﬁnds that some of his Venezuelan respondents actively put themselves in
evangelical networks prior to conversion. Similarly, my own recent
research following teenagers into adulthood has found that moral biases
and social networks shape each other interactively over time in speciﬁc
ways. Again, as was true with moral judgment, this process seems driven
mostly by ‘‘practical consciousness’’ rather than conscious reasoning, with
clear patterns in the data that are most often opaque to the respondents
themselves.

CONCLUSION
I have argued that cultural sociology could beneﬁt from an ‘‘Aristotelian’’ view of culture in action that better integrates dual-process theory
and the person-social structure dynamic. Although I have stressed the limitations of current theory, I should note that some of the points I am
making come directly out of the work I have critiqued. Swidler (2001), for
example, acknowledges that culture can ‘‘use us’’; the model presented
here simply shows how automatic cognition might play a role in that. She
also talks about habit; I extend this idea to include substantive habits of
moral judgment as well as those related to particular strategies of action.
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DiMaggio (1997) acknowledges the importance of dual-cognitive processes; I build on those insights and consider their implications for understanding motivation and justiﬁcation. We are all working on the same
problems, and I am grateful to have their shoulders to stand on. That
said, understanding ‘‘culture in action’’ is more important to sociology
than it has been in a long time, and we cannot rely on theories that
obscure the ways that cultural dispositions actively shape behavior and
the evolution of social structures. We need a theory that goes beyond
being ‘‘open to’’ or ‘‘compatible with’’ these processes, but instead integrates them at its very core. I hope this essay is a step in that direction.
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In this essay, I respond to Vaisey’s arguments on culture and cognition, noting our points of
agreement and disagreement and posing new ideas for future research.
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Stephen Vaisey and I agree that the sociology of culture suffers from a
lack of clearly articulated, alternative theoretical models whose differences
might be adjudicated by empirical research. Thus I am enthusiastic about
Vaisey’s attempt to contrast what he calls ‘‘Socratic’’ and ‘‘Skinnerian’’
models of how culture inﬂuences action. I think there is a real theoretical
difference here, and that his formulation is an important contribution to
theoretical and empirical clariﬁcation.
I disagree, however (and not just out of vanity), with his characterization of the ‘‘Skinnerian’’ (ouch! not even a minor Presocratic?) model. The
problem isn’t just posing the two models in strong and simpliﬁed terms;
the problem is characterizing the ‘‘Skinnerian’’ model so that it isn’t a
model of culture’s inﬂuence on action at all. Casting one of the two models as situational determinism avoids the debate we might have about how
culture inﬂuences action.
Neither ‘‘Culture in Action’’ (CinA) nor Talk of Love (TofL) argues
that situational factors are the major inﬂuence on action. Even the most
reductionist version of the argument about ‘‘toolkits’’ in CinA would
claim that culturally learned ‘‘styles, skills, and habits’’ or (in the slightly
improved language of TofL) ‘‘cultured capacities’’ provide the most robust
1
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link between culture and action. Yes, I also argued that persons have a
‘‘repertoire’’ of such capacities, but such repertoires are not unlimited:
along with Bourdieu, but less deterministically, I think such cultured
capacities are hard to learn and to deploy effectively. So what people are
‘‘good at,’’ what arenas they know how to navigate, are important cultural determinants of their lines of action. I never claimed that how people
behave is due to situational factors. (Vaisey picks out the phrase ‘‘rewards
and sanctions’’ from a brief deﬁnition of the term ‘‘institution’’ that I
quoted, and ignores my extended discussion of institutions as culturally
constituted arenas of meaning.) The strong, pared-down version of my
causal claim in CinA was that people are more likely to shape their goals
or ends around the cultured capacities they have than to reshape their
capacities around their ends. (Note that I also argued that in ‘‘unsettled
times’’ like adolescence, people may use ideas, symbols, and rituals to
shape new cultured capacities.) In TofL, when I described how people
switched arguments to justify the lives they knew they were committed to,
or how they responded to vignettes by working from the answer they
thought was right to the arguments that would justify that answer,
I observed the same sort of grounding ‘‘moral intuitions’’ Steve describes.
I don’t, however, want to say: I already agree with you about how
moral intuitions shape action, so there’s nothing to debate. (The ‘‘sowe-agree!’’ response doesn’t do much to advance systematic debate.) How
then can we reformulate the two strong positions, so that research could
adjudicate between Vaisey’s third alternative and the other two? Here, I’d
like to keep myself out of it as much as possible, and focus on alternative
theories that might advance an explanatory sociology of culture.

VALUES
The model that emerges (though very differently) from Weber and Parsons is that ultimate ‘‘ends’’ or ‘‘values’’ provide the major link between culture and action. (Needless to say, I am ignoring the complex arguments that
make these theorists great, especially in the case of Weber, whose overarching theoretical contribution is to analyze historical variations in the extent
to which, and the ways in which, meanings inﬂuence action.)

SKILLS
The crude way of putting the alternative is to say that ‘‘skills’’ (or,
more subtly, skills, habits, practices, and other ‘‘cultured capacities,’’ such
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as intuitive capacities for perception and judgment, that have to be
learned and that people can’t perform with conﬁdence unless they get reasonably good at them) provide the major link between culture and action.
Whether, like Bourdieu, one sees those skills as a more or less unitary
‘‘habitus,’’ or whether one sees them as part of a repertoire, the causal
claim is that people are more likely to act in ways that utilize their skills
than in ways that enhance their values.

THE ALTERNATIVE
Vaisey’s third alternative turns out to have two elements, both
intriguing starting points. Both arguments also require more theoretical
development and empirical investigation.
One is the social-psychological claim that while action might not be
driven by coherent ideas or hierarchically organized values, people have
strong moral intuitions that guide their conduct in coherent ways over
sustained periods of time.
The second is an attempt to recast the debate about internally driven
versus situational determinants of action: people seek out situations, as
well as being inﬂuenced by them. I agree. From parents who try to inﬂuence their children by choosing the ‘‘right’’ schools, peer groups, and
activities for them, to those with religious longings who seek out communities that might convert them (see earlier work by Max Heirich [1977]
along the same lines as Smilde’s ﬁndings), people seek out situations that
might in turn reshape them. Indeed, it is just because ‘‘styles, skills, and
habits’’ are so crucial to being able to enact a line of action that those
who want to become the selves who can embrace a new line of action
often need to seek out a powerful social context that will give them the
cultural equipment to become that new self.
I also agree that the ‘‘toolkit’’ model of CinA can’t explain such quests.
And I don’t know what the best theoretical language might be to describe
this sort of link between culture and action. In TofL I ﬂirt brieﬂy with the
term ‘‘identity’’ to describe that anchoring of the sense of who one is or
wants to be. Whether the term is too weighted with other meanings to serve
our theoretical purposes, something like this might provide a critical link
between socially deﬁned meanings and individual selves, and thus would
provide at least one important additional link between culture and action.
Here, however, I would also want to push Steve Vaisey to deepen his
notion of a moral intuition. The cognitive or neurological fact that people
have strong intuitive responses that actually guide their action (more than
does their conscious cognition) leaves one longing for some description of
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how those intuitions or ‘‘blink’’ responses are shaped, and what role the
things we normally think of as ‘‘culture’’ play in shaping them. Vaisey
gives those intuitions a lofty image by calling them moral intuitions, but
the examples he cites—an intuitive revulsion against incest or eating pet
dogs—are surely a subset of a larger set of intuitions and revulsions that
may have no apparent ‘‘moral’’ basis. Mary Douglas has offered an entire
symbolic analysis of revulsions having to do with ‘‘purity’’—keeping culturally separate categories apart—many of which might be considered
‘‘moral’’ only in the loosest sense. Here, we may be back in Bourdieu
territory. Do I refuse to take advantage of a cashier’s mistake because I
have a moral revulsion against cheating, or because I think it’s beneath
me to cheat? Is the revulsion I felt when offered mopani-worm snack in
Botswana fundamentally similar to or different from the horror I would
feel at eating a pet? If we query Vaisey’s metaphor of our conscious
cognitions as a rider, ‘‘seated’’ on a powerful elephant that is our intuitive
judgment, who or what trains (or indeed feeds and tends) the elephant
over time? Without some substantive notion of where the intuitive judgments that anchor or shape conduct come from, asserting that there are
such judgments still says nothing substantive about the role of culture in
shaping action.
I want to end with a caution about the whole framework of this debate
—both Steve’s part and mine. We both are writing as if the crucial questions
were individual-level, social-psychological ones. But, as I tried to point out
in TofL, cultural meanings are organized and brought to bear at the collective and social, not the individual, level. Yes, a theory that people have
‘‘cultural repertoires’’ or ‘‘toolkits’’ is ‘‘underdetermined’’ if one asks how
culture, understood as something individuals carry around in their heads,
directly shapes action. But I don’t think we can resolve this underdetermination by ﬁguring out a different (even a superior) way of describing what
people carry inside their individual consciousnesses or unconsciousnesses.
What we need instead is to get beyond the fundamental individualism of
such models. I argue in TofL that sociologists need to investigate how
culture is organized at other levels: I suggested ‘‘codes,’’ ‘‘contexts,’’ and
‘‘institutions.’’ The question of how culture shapes action can’t be answered
by ﬁguring out better models of how it operates in the heads of individuals,
however interesting (and however difﬁcult) that might be; instead, we need
better analysis of the structures that determine how cultural meanings will
be organized, and when and where particular sets of meanings will be
brought to bear on experience. This is not the same thing as saying that
people’s action is situationally determined; rather, it reemphasizes the powerful, independent causal role of culture by trying to develop much clearer
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understandings about where particular cultural logics are grounded, how
they are organized, and in what contexts they are brought to bear on action.
What is striking about the kind of moral intuitions Vaisey describes
is that they are fundamentally grounded in a situation or a context. I
don’t mean that we decide that incest might be OK depending on the context. I mean, instead, that the very deﬁnition of incest depends on the
institution of the family, and what makes incest horrifying is that it
violates something profound about the fundamental nature of family ties;
eating a pet is incompatible with the complex, grounded experience of
having pets—what one must think of as the ‘‘institution’’ of pet ownership, care, and so forth. Yes, once we evoke a situation, people often have
a strong set of moral intuitions about it, but the sociology of culture needs
to understand how the meanings of those situations come to be organized
as they are, how people are cued to frame or recognize what sort of situation they are in, and how differently organized cultural elements are
brought to bear, or not, in particular contexts.
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Reply to Ann Swidler
Stephen Vaisey1

I am grateful to Ann Swidler for taking the time to engage with my
essay and to Karen Cerulo for giving us the space to make what could
have been a hallway conversation into something that others might ﬁnd
stimulating. It’s not every day that I get a chance to converse with such a
distinguished interlocutor in public, and I hope to do justice to the important issues Ann raised in her comment. Since space is limited, I will focus
on a few points of clariﬁcation, and then respond as well as I can to
Ann’s challenge to improve my formulation.
First, I want to reiterate that I don’t see the ‘‘Skinnerian’’ label
applying to any single author. The term refers to the much broader situationalist, ‘‘moments and their men’’ zeitgeist in sociology that Colin
Campbell and others have analyzed so incisively. Talk of Love (TofL) may
indeed go beyond this view, for example, in its treatment of identity. But
while the idea that people act based on ‘‘who they already think they are’’
(Swidler, 2001:87) seems promising, I am not sure how to understand this
in light of the additional claim that ‘‘one of the cultural tools [people]
may pick up or put down is precisely the kind of self they inhabit’’
(Swidler, 2001:24). In any case, the major focus in TofL, and in Ann’s
comment, is on how ‘‘people are cued to frame or recognize what sort of
situation they are in.’’ I agree with this, with only one caveat: different
kinds of people, even in the same society, can respond quite differently to
the same cues and this, too, can be cultural. Evangelical conservative
parents and nonreligious liberal parents—even assuming they are alike in
every other respect—would likely frame the situation quite differently if,
for instance, their 16-year-old daughter became pregnant. Even within the
institutional constraints shared by both families, these different framings
would likely lead to the pursuit of different cultural equipment and thus
1
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toward different strategies of action. In this regard, attending to the
person-context dyad seems a more promising explanatory approach than
considering contexts—or persons—alone.
Second, I want to clarify the meaning of ‘‘moral intuitions.’’ I follow
Jonathan Haidt (2007:998), who deﬁnes them as ‘‘fast, automatic, and
(usually) affect-laden processes in which an evaluative feeling of good-bad
or like-dislike (about the actions or character of a person) appears in consciousness without any awareness of having gone through steps of search,
weighing evidence, or inferring a conclusion.’’ I don’t claim that all intuitions are moral. Ann doesn’t like worm snacks, but she probably doesn’t
mind that other people do. Yet when we hear about someone committing
a gratuitous act of violence, cheating on their spouse, or marrying someone they don’t love for money, most of us don’t think ‘‘to each his own’’
or even ‘‘that’s weird’’; we think ‘‘that’s not right.’’ And though it may be
difﬁcult for some of us to believe, there are cultures—and subcultures
within U.S. culture—in which these types of intuitions apply to obeying
one’s parents, to the ‘‘proper’’ roles of men and women, to treating one’s
body as a temple, and to many other domains. My concern is not whether
such intuitions are ‘‘really moral’’ (they clearly are for some) but, rather,
with the origins and consequences of a particular class of judgments.
Third, I argued in my essay that moral intuitions don’t come out of
thin air but, like aesthetic tastes, are grounded in experiences internalized
in different kinds of institutional settings. In my research, differences in
family practices, religion, and media consumption seem most responsible
for ‘‘training the elephant.’’ More research is certainly needed to ﬁgure
out how, in Bourdieu’s (1990:54) words, ‘‘experiences [are] deposited in
each organism in the form of schemes of perception, thought and action.’’
But watching Disney movies with my daughter has given me some idea
about the role of cultural products in shaping moral biases. If Ariel in
The Little Mermaid needs to leave her family and community to go
‘‘wanderin’ free’’ on land in order to ﬁnd true love, might I not need to
defy my family and leave my ethnic or religious community to ﬁnd my
authentic self? (The burden of ‘‘transposition’’ here is pretty light.) Perhaps, as advertisers seem to know, intense, emotional music and cute
anthropomorphic animals enhance the ability of media to train feelings
and intuitions directly, bypassing conscious reasoning. All this is speculative for now, but my larger point is that institutions are saturated with
implicit cultural messages about the ‘‘good life,’’ right and wrong, and so
on, and that these are most likely internalized in a process similar to the
development of aesthetic tastes.
Fourth, I attempted (unsuccessfully?) to show that I think the repertoire model is a model of culture’s inﬂuence on action in at least two
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ways: ﬁrst, if I don’t possess the cultural skills to justify an action to my
interlocutors, I will be unlikely to do it; and second, if I don’t have the
cultural equipment to undertake a particular action, I will be unable to do
it. I therefore agree that what people are ‘‘good at’’ is an important determinant of what they do.
This last point leads me to attempt to reformulate my argument using
Ann’s preferred terms—values and skills. I think there is actually a
straightforward (albeit highly simpliﬁed) way to put these two together in
a way that preserves the strengths of both:
1. The mastery of speciﬁc cultural skills is a necessary, but not sufﬁcient,
condition for generating speciﬁc lines of action.
2. Culturally meaningful contexts tend to evoke the deployment of some
skills and make others less useable, but
3. One’s ‘‘values’’ (primarily in the form of moral intuitions) interact with
contexts to modify the probability that some skills rather than others
will be deployed from the repertoire.
4. Within the limits imposed by (a) one’s existing repertoire and (b) one’s
current context, moral intuitions inﬂuence (c) selection into future contexts and (d) the pursuit of new skills available within those contexts.
This formulation is not perfect, but it has a few advantages. It
acknowledges that people know more culture than they use and offers
hypotheses about why they use what they do. It also respects that values
without skills cannot lead to action. Perhaps most important, it may be
able to handle something that repertoire theory cannot—what one might
call ‘‘upstream’’ lines of action. These are trajectories that actively abandon the use of mastered skills to develop new ones. The decision to ‘‘come
out’’ is a good example. Why would someone who has ‘‘trained’’ their
whole life to acquire the cultural skills needed to enact a heterosexual
identity choose to reject them in order to acquire new skills? I don’t know
the answer, but one good starting point might be the modern ethic of selfexpression and authenticity. ‘‘Following your heart’’ and ‘‘being who you
really are’’ are powerful cultural ideals in our society, though they are not
uniformly internalized and—especially in some subcultures—are moderated by other, possibly contrary, ideals. Of course, no ideal by itself would
be sufﬁcient to produce an ‘‘upstream’’ line of action (that would violate
Proposition 1!), but this formulation suggests that moral ideals are important elements in explaining them.
It also offers insight into why people do what they do when there are
institutional ‘‘cross-currents’’ of comparable strength. Divorce, for
instance, is just as institutionalized today as marriage. Is there a way that
culture might help explain why some divorce and others don’t? Given a

622

Vaisey

dual-process twist, I think the notion of identity—who people think they
are—can be quite useful here. My hypothesis is that while most Americans
can and do rely alternately on TofL’s utilitarian, disciplined, and attuned
scripts for articulating their moral identities, one of these will provide a
more ‘‘comfortable ﬁt’’ with how each person’s intuitions about himself or
herself have been shaped over a lifetime. This will lead to the preferred
script’s disproportionate deployment and thus—over time—toward different strategies for dealing with a troubled marriage.
So where does all this leave the dual-process model of culture in
action? Hopefully, in better shape than it was a few pages ago. Is it possible that Ann and I could agree that the repertoire model provides an
excellent account of the necessary conditions enabling action (both institutional and individual), while the dual-process model provides a needed
account of why people use (and pursue) some skills and not others when
there is more than one possibility? I really hope so. If nothing else, however, I am excited that we and others are working toward a common goal:
an empirically grounded, explanatory sociology of culture.
REFERENCES
Bourdieu, Pierre. 1990. The Logic of Practice. Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press.
Haidt, Jonathan. 2007. ‘‘The New Synthesis in Moral Psychology,’’ Science 316: 998–1002.
Swidler, Ann. 2001. Talk of Love: How Culture Matters. Chicago: University of Chicago
Press.

