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Abstract
A growing number of sociologists are now joining the interdisciplinary study of culture-cognition
interaction, but broader engagement has been prevented by the vastly different vocabularies of
cognitive and cultural theories, which creates an illusion of mutual incompatibility and irrelevance.
The concept of ‘Cultural schemas’ can provide a conceptual bridge between these vocabularies, but
the relationship between cultural and cognitive schemas requires further clarification to facilitate
broader engagement and two-way compatibility. This paper reviews the schema concept and makes
four interrelated arguments for conceptualizing cultural schemas and their relationship to cognitive
schemas and other cultural conceptualizations. Cultural schemas should: 1) be conceptualized as a
social analogue to cognitive schemas rather than as a subtype of mental patterns; 2) have the same
conceptual role and structure as cognitive schemas in relation to other concepts, as an umbrella term
subsuming other, more specific conceptualizations of culture; 3) be thought of as a supra-individual
phenomenon with emergent properties, while still recognizing the neurocognitive microfoundations
of culture; and 4) emphasize the asymmetric relationships between culture and cognition, and the
disparate mental and social mechanisms involved as one shapes another. Finally, a multilevel
analytical framework of this relationship is suggested based on established macro-micro models.
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Introduction
Culture and cognition are two heavily intertwined concepts, describing phenomenon that are
essential to just about any human behavior. This paper aims to provide a conceptual bridge
between the theoretical frameworks of culture and cognition researchers by addressing an
ongoing debate between cognitive sociologists. Sociologists have always made assumptions
about the cognitive processes that transform culture into human action (Cerulo 2010; Danna
2014; DiMaggio 1997), any theory involving some form of internalization or socialization
necessarily makes more or less explicit assumptions about learning, memory, and decisionmaking (Lizardo 2015). However, sociologists have despite fact that cultural processes rely on
cognitive micromechanisms largely kept their distance from sciences studying the mind,
thereby failing to integrate their insights and engaging in broader interdisciplinary
conversations.
An increasing number of cultural sociologists are now urging their colleagues to engage with
cognitive science, but sociology is arguably very late to the culture-cognition interaction party
(Cerulo 2014b; Danna 2014; DiMaggio 2002; Lizardo 2014). At the turn of the 21 st century,
sociology was the only social science remaining outside of this immensely influential
development of contemporary thought (Cerulo 2014a; Pitts-Taylor 2014). As psychologists,
linguists, economists, philosophers, and anthropologists have joined in fruitful collaborations
with cognitive scientists, sociologists have been remarkably impervious to cognitive science,
“clinging to the sidelines, honoring—and in some cases strengthening—rigid intellectual
boundaries” (Cerulo 2010:116). A central obstacle for sociologists to engage with cognitive
science seems to be miscommunication and a mutual illiteracy of dissociated vocabularies, even
in overlapping substantive fields of research (Abbe, Rentsch, and Mot 2009; Danna 2014;
DiMaggio 1997; Pitts-Taylor 2014).
Due to the academic compartmentalization of culture and cognition research, many cultural
sociologists still operate with an outdated notion of cognition (Lizardo 2014). This disconnect
of frameworks and concepts is evident in how many sociologists use the term cognition in an
everyday sense as synonymous to thinking—a misconception that gives the impression that
cognition has nothing to do with emotions, behavior, attitudes, or intuition. Yet cognitive
scientists view these as seamlessly intertwined with and dependent on cognitive processes. It is
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only by reducing cognition to thinking that one can make sense of the notion of non-cognitive
skills in educational sociology (c.f. Gutman and Schoon 2013), or the idea that an affective turn
would be a move away from cognition (Leys 2011).
This mutual illiteracy leads cultural sociologists and cognitive scientists to misperceive each
other’s work as incommensurable and irrelevant (Danna 2014; Lizardo 2014), yet contemporary
cognitive science confirms and supports many insights of cultural sociology (DiMaggio 2002;
Lizardo and Strand 2010; Vaisey 2009). This leads sociologists to miss out on the great
advances that are now possible in our understanding of culture-cognition interaction. The
absence of sociology is evident as emerging new subdisciplines, such as cultural psychology
and cultural neuroscience, recognize cultural anthropology as an essential influence while
omitting cultural sociology (Chiao et al. 2010; Valsiner 2014). For sociology to remain relevant,
much less strengthen its position, in 21 st century social science, its conceptual frameworks must
be aligned with overlapping disciplines (Lizardo 2014; Pitts-Taylor 2014). There is much to be
done to span the conceptual chasm between culture and cognition researchers (Danna 2014),
but some such translation work has already begun (c.f. Cerulo 2010; DiMaggio 2002; Lizardo
and Strand 2010; Vaisey 2009).
Cultural schemas have been suggested as a suitable base concept for bridging culture and
cognition frameworks (DiMaggio 1997), and have seen increasing use in empirical research
emphasizing culture-cognition interaction (c.f. Abbe et al. 2009; Baumann and Ho 2014;
Baumann and de Laat 2012; Blair-Loy 2001; Brubaker, Loveman, and Stamatov 2004; Cerulo
and Ruane 2014; Frye 2013; Fallin Hunzaker 2014; Vaisey 2009). This concept is potentially
powerful because of its close semantic and structural resemblance to cognitive schemas, a base
concept of cognitive science. This similarity makes the concept accessible for two-way
compatibility and enables ready access to insights from cognitive schema research to bolster
our understanding of culture in action. However, sociological definitions of cultural schemas
are scarce, contradictory, and often vague regarding the relationship between cultural and
cognitive schemas.1 Furthermore, the relationship between cultural schemas and other
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Other conceptualizations have, however, been developed by cross-cultural communication researchers (Nishida
2005; Sharifian 2003) and cognitive anthropologists (D’Andrade 1995; Quinn and Strauss 1997).
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established sociological conceptualizations of culture is unclear, which may be an obstacle to
interdisciplinary engagement.
This paper reviews the utility of the cognitive schema concept for sociological phenomenon
and offers a conceptualization of cultural schemas with two-way compatibility intended to
promote mutual accessibility, analytical utility and attractiveness to culture-cognition
interaction researchers coming from both sides of the fence. This conceptualization should
therefore be designed to facilitate the cumulative use of previous research from both the
cognitive sciences and cultural sociology, as well as to minimize psychophobia (D’Andrade
1992), the fear of psychological reductionism. Therefore, the aim has been to avoid attributing
primacy to either culture or cognition, or subsuming one under the other.

The Cognitive Schema
The cognitive schema is well-established as a basic unit of mental information processing in
contemporary cognitive science, here defined as a set of associated features representing a
recurring pattern in the environment. The reader should made be aware that features and
representations are used in the broadest possible way here. Representations should therefore
not be understood as models, images or symbols, but as a cognitive correspondent to a
phenomenon in the external environment. All imaginable ‘things’ in the world that can be
described as a pattern of related features—including objects, people, events, abstractions,
emotions, interactions, roles, and places—can be represented by a schema consisting of the
features common to that entity (D’Andrade 1995; Mandler 1984; Quinn and Strauss 1997). A
bird, for example, can be represented by the set of features that commonly co-occur whenever
we experience, talk, or think of birds, such as them being animals and having wings, feathers,
and a beak (see Figure 1). These schemas are in turn used to organize, process, and respond
efficiently to similar experiences.
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Figure 1: Pattern recognition using a bird schema abstracted from features common in most birds

The nodes in a schematic model, such as the model depicted in Figure 1, represent a distinct
pattern of neural clusters connected by associations of varying strength (c.f. Conrey and Smith
2007). The strength of a connection increases with repeated use, increasing the likelihood that
the schema will be used again. Consequently, application and learning of schemas occur
simultaneously. Whenever a pattern of neural connections activates, it is reinforced and
becomes more salient and accessible in the future (Mandler 1984). People, therefore, learn all
kinds of things automatically, unintentionally, and often unconsciously, when exposed to
recurring patterns (Bargh, Chen, and Burrows 1996; Bargh 1997). This process of automatic
internalization can explain how and why people acquire such a broad set of cultural knowledge,
including norms, values, and ideals that they do not actually endorse (e.g. ‘racism without
racists,’ see Shepherd 2011). People extract abstract schematic patterns from salient cooccurrences and thus implicit attitudes are formed and maintained, which can explain some
forms of structural discrimination, such as when people associate skin color or gender with
positive or negative traits reproduced out of prejudice or structural conditions. The famous doll
studies by Clark and Clark (1950) are excellent examples that show how small children have
come to associate the skin color of otherwise identical dolls with positive or negative traits.
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Even though it is constantly and automatically ongoing, schematic pattern recognition and
learning is not a matter of passive internalization of rigid predetermined categories. Instead of
simply classifying things as within or outside a category, objects are recognized by their degree
of fit with previously learned schemas, and they are assigned a graded membership status, as
belonging more or less to a category (c.f. Rosch 1973). This reflects the flexibility of real-life
cognition. For example, a three-legged dog can instantly be identified as a dog because, despite
missing a common feature of dogs (four legs), it stills fit better with a dog schema than any
other schema. Variations of an abstract prototypical schema can occur by adding or removing
features from the schema, creating more specific or concrete examples (see Figure 2).

Figure 2: Variations of a bird schema, adding and removing features of the abstract and generic prototype. As the
dove schema resembles a prototypical bird more closely than the penguin, it will also be more accessible when
thinking of concrete examples of birds

This is likely another microfoundational mechanism for many socio-cultural phenomena, such
as stereotypes and norms, as people abstract prototypical examples of social groups to construct
generic schemas that are later applied to individuals based on salient features (Shepherd 2011).
Prototypicality and graded membership also explain phenomena such as when people consider
immigrants from countries similar to their own as ‘less immigrant’ than those from countries
that differ further.
People attain abstract schemas by identifying features that are relatively stable across variations
of a pattern in different instantiations and situations, and disaggregating these central features
from idiosyncratic ones. This extraction of general features explains why studies show that
“people actually harbor abstract cultural schemas about who ‘men’ and ‘women’ are, despite
5
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the fact that no one has ever met someone who is a man or a woman without also occupying
many other [intersecting] identities at the same time” (Ridgeway 2006:8). These abstract but
culturally recurring schemas, such as roles or identities derived from recurring experiences,
allow for efficient everyday navigation of the social world and interaction with people who
share similar cultural experiences (Berger and Luckmann 1966; Quinn and Strauss 1997). In
experiments where people retell stories, cultural transmission research shows how lost
information is gradually replaced by stereotypical assumptions from the storyteller’s own
cultural experiences (Bartlett 1938; Fallin Hunzaker 2014). To some extent, this mechanism
accounts for the cultural stereotypes and implicit presumptions that persist.
Abstracted generic schemas are modular and transposable,2 and are used to fill in the blanks of
missing information or anticipated actions and events. A restaurant-schema may, for example,
provide generic expectations of the roles, behavioral scripts, organization, and expectations of
services that most restaurants share (Schank and Abelson 1975). We usually do not need to
learn anew that there will be food, menus, tables, waiters, cooks, customers, an economic
exchange, and so forth. This cognitive ability provides a micromechanism for the sociological
intuition that people attain cultural frames that enable or constrain future interpretations and
actions (Bourdieu 1990; Goffman 1974; Laclau and Mouffe 1985).
While schemas account for some stability of cultural reproduction, abstract transposable
schemas are also highly flexible and allow us to identify and understand entirely new
experiences by piecing together hybrid schemas to match the experience as close as possible
(Bourdieu 1977; Sewell 2005; Shepherd 2011). The process of recognizing patterns and
learning from them is a process of dynamic construction, where people make use of their
individual learning histories to creatively make sense of the world (Oyserman 2015; Ridgeway
2006). Because schematic interpretation is underdetermined and subject to more or less
dynamic interpretations, schematic reproduction is not static, and the transposability of modular
schemas is a mechanism of potential structural change (see Sewell 2005 for an extended
argument).

In cognitive science, ‘generalizable’ is a more common term but, as Sewell (1992) argues, generalizability implies
further abstraction, while transposability simply refers to a move from one domain to another.
2
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Cognitive schemas are modeled after neural networks to be commensurable with neuroscience
and capable of the efficiency and flexibility of actual cognition (Smith 1996; Smith 1998). But
while they model neural activity, schemas are not made up of physical neurons. Instead, a
schema is a pattern of activation across configuration of neurons that fire together in a vast
network of potential combinations (c.f. Conrey and Smith 2007). Therefore, schemas are not
actually ‘stored’ as bounded units in the brain, but are instead enacted out of a near infinite
number of potential activation patterns (Smith 1996, 1998). As people experience things,
schemas activate and corresponding neural connections become reinforced, but what is ‘stored’
by this is the tendency towards reconstructing a similar schema, and not a distinct unit of
knowledge (Mandler 1984).
Potential schematic patterns are superpositionally stored in neural networks and therefore
overlap and blend into each other (Clark 1998; see Figure 3). Which pattern of activation is
formed out of all potential combinations is determined by a domino-like effect of activation
‘flowing’ across the network through more reinforced paths, as well as by input points, such as
sensory stimuli, other thoughts, or emotions (Collins and Loftus 1975; McClelland, Rumelhart,
and McClelland 1986). Therefore, a schema is the outcome of a combination of i) associations
differentially reinforced by experience; ii) input patterns from stimuli; and iii) intermediate
schematic processing (e.g., a perception-schema activating an associated action-schema). All
these components are subject to constant change, which means that each enactment of a schema
will differ slightly from previous versions (Mandler 1984). As the specific outcome schema is
not there prior to the activation process, and its shape is underdetermined by the neural network
itself, schemas are always (re-)constructions.
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Figure 3: Activation flow from different input points creating different activation patterns (schemas) of
overlapping nodes in the same physical network

Because schema activation depends on input cues, schemas are highly context dependent, and
consequently so is learning (Bayer, Campbell, and Ling 2015; DiMaggio 1997; Shepherd
2011). Schemas are learned in association with the contexts where they are commonly
experienced, including physical environments, social instructions, relations, or even abstract
domains. Therefore, some schemas are more salient and more easily activated in certain
contexts, and contexts—such as the physical environment, the presence of cultural symbols, or
the sequential ordering of discourse—provide input influencing the schemas people use to
perceive, understand, and react to a situation (Bargh 1997; Bayer et al. 2015; Cerulo and Ruane
2014; Shepherd 2011). For example, robbery may be more likely to come to mind than internet
piracy when discussing ‘crime,’ but if the contextualizing topic is both ‘online’ and ‘crime,’
internet piracy might be more likely to come to mind (see Figure 4). Because of this context
dependence, socio-cultural contexts can be said to operate as scaffolding devices for cognitive
processes (Lizardo and Strand 2010).
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Figure 4: The influence of topic context on schema activation

Schematic processing is far from simple stimulus-response associations. Despite the fact that
the microfoundation of cognitive schemas is neural networks, which alone are little more than
on-off switches, the sheer size of such networks make schemas capable of processing complex
cultural logics (c.f. Evans 2015; Shokouhi and Moghimi 2015). With an average of 86 billion
neurons, the brain is a network of staggering complexity, which can represent complex abstract
logic by utilizing multiple intermediate layers of interconnected nodes, as illustrated in Figure
5. Consequently, cognitive schemas can, despite their relatively simple mechanisms, constitute
the microfoundation for abstract cultural logics, such as discourses, and not only direct
associations. This means that schematic processing can explain how people automatically learn
and apply cultural logics through repeated exposure.
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Figure 5: Example of a complex schema of a love relationship (reproduced with author’s permission from Evans
2015)

The cognitive schema is a powerful, well-developed, and well-researched concept that can
provide unique explanatory value to cultural analysis. Schemas explain how people organize,
process, respond to, and learn from experiences, including tacit, material, behavioral, or
unconscious aspects. Schemas are both representational and processing mechanisms, and they
are motivational as actions and emotions are learned in direct association with perceptions and
interpretations (D’Andrade 1992; Quinn and Mathews 2016). An important implication of the
fact that cognitive schemas are both representational and processing mechanisms, is that culture
shapes not only the content of cognition but also its mechanism (Smith 1996). In addition to
providing a highly detailed account of the micromechanisms of cultural phenomena such as
norms, stereotypes, and frames, the cognitive schema concept is also potentially compatible
with many established research traditions, including constructionist research and analyses of
cultural logics.
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‘Cultural’ Schemas?
For cultural schemas to serve as a conceptual bridge between the cognitive scientist’s
vocabulary of neurons and networks and the cultural sociologist’s concepts of narratives,
imaginaries, and repertoires, we need to have some idea of what we mean by culture and how
culture differs from cognition. Culture is difficult to define—Kroeber and Kluckhohn (1952)
once classified 162 different nuances in definitions of culture—but in this context it is sufficient
to roughly distinguish how cultural sociologists use the term. Cultural sociologists have
developed a fairly sophisticated idea of culture over the last few decades (c.f. Alexander 2003),
which, I will argue, differs substantially both from many other social science disciplines and
from the common, everyday use of the term.
In intercultural communications research, for example, Nishida (2005) conceptualized cultural
schemas as nationally shared cognitive schemas, such as schemas of traditional American
birthday celebrations. Thinking of cultural schemas as shared cognitive schemas is also
common in cognitive anthropology (c.f. Quinn and Strauss 1997). This will be discussed in
more detail further on, but for now we will focus on the idea that culture is national. This is
similar to a common, everyday use of the term culture, as a set of ethnic or national traditions,
including “the beliefs, customs, arts, etc., of a particular society, group, place, or time”
(Merriam Webster 2015). This is a relatively narrow view of culture, because only certain types
of practices or ideas are deemed cultural (e.g., traditional, moral, or artistic) and only certain
clearly identifiable societal-level groups are said to have culture (e.g., nationalities, ethnicities).
This narrow view is also a common presumption in other social science disciplines, such as the
comparative psychological research contrasting Eastern and Western cultures (c.f. Miyamoto,
Nisbett, and Masuda 2006; Oyserman, Kemmelmeier, and Coon 2002).
Viewing culture as national-ethnic traditions makes sense in intercultural communications
research and comparative research, but it differs sharply from the broad view common in
cultural sociology. In this view, culture is not constrained to certain types of behavior or groups,
but instead is potentially applicable to all kinds of meanings or practices that are socially
reproduced. While there is a good point in studying socially reproduced meanings and practices
in car factories or medical diagnoses, this omnipresence of culture of course also makes it very
difficult to specify. Goodenough (1957:167), one of the forerunners of cognitive anthropology,

11

Please cite as: Strandell, Jacob (2017) “The Cultural Schema: Towards Conceptual Compatibility in CultureCognition Interaction” in Culture-Cognition Interaction: Bridging Cognitive Science and Cultural
Sociology. Doctoral dissertation, University of Copenhagen.

famously defined culture as broadly as “whatever it is one has to know or believe in order to
operate in a manner acceptable to [a society’s] members.” Yet even this broad definition,
which has seen much productive use in empirical research, does not cover the research object
of cultural sociology. People sometimes behave in socially unacceptable or dysfunctional ways
with cultural origins; the research object of cultural sociology is not limited to norms or beliefs,
but also includes, for example, institutionalized practices; moreover, subsocietal groups
arguably have different and sometimes conflicting cultures (e.g., political communities,
organizations, lifestyles, and subcultures).
It seems, therefore, that a broad definition of culture is necessary, where culture potentially
could encompass everything. Yet when we say that we study culture we nonetheless study some
certain kind of phenomena with certain characteristics. Despite being an unfashionable citation,
we can draw on Parsons (1951) to establish a few defining characteristics of what we call
culture: that which is socially transmitted, learned, and shared. All three are necessary; while
diseases are transmitted and shared, they are not learned, and learning on a deserted island is
not socially transmitted or shared, but learning to be a productive member of a car factory
involves the social transmission of shared skills. While these three characteristics define culture
more specifically, culture essentially refers to the social reproduction of patterns in meaning or
practices. This definition is sufficiently broad, yet it specifies culture as that unique human
ability to distribute cognition, for example, in the scientific community, and to convey supraindividual knowledge from one generation to another.
There is a larger point to distinguishing a broad use of culture from a narrow use than simply
developing a concept of cultural schemas that is suitable for culture-cognition interaction
researchers. As with diverse uses of ‘cognition,’ different ways of talking about ‘culture’ can
produce misunderstandings and, in a scientific context, an illusion of irrelevance. Much like
cognitive science may appear irrelevant to sociologists who equate cognition with thinking,
cultural sociology may appear irrelevant to cognitive scientists if they have a narrower everyday
idea of culture. Arts and ethnic traditions may be of little importance to cognitive scientists
studying decision making or interpretation processes, yet ideas, knowledge, and behavioral
scripts of a social origin are highly relevant. Therefore, establishing a conceptualization of
cultural schemas referring to culture in the broad sense is important, because it emphasizes the
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social origin of many more cognitive schemas than just those representing American birthday
parties. This highlights the utility and importance for cognitive scientists to recognize and
engage with sociological research for understanding most everyday cognitive processes.

A Cultural Analogue: Having and Eating the Cake
Researchers generally agree that culture has a profound influence on individual cognition.
Culturally shaped cognitive schemas provide ready cognitive solutions to recurring practical
and social problems, provide people with frameworks for attributing causation to human
actions, and knowledge about how the social world works. These shared, transposable, abstract,
and prototypical pieces of information, consciously or unconsciously fill in the blanks in our
perceptions and interpretations of the world (c.f. Fallin Hunzaker 2014; Martin and Desmond
2010; Quinn and Strauss 1997; Shepherd 2011).
Despite an agreement on the importance of culture, however, cognitive sociologists disagree on
the relationship between culture and cognition (see DiMaggio 2002; Lizardo 2007, 2014, 2015;
Sewell 2005; Strydom 2007; Turner 2007b). Some researchers argue that we should maintain
the traditional ‘culturalist’ top-down perspective where culture is treated as a large-scale supraindividual phenomenon external to individual minds, while others argue that we should take a
reductionist, ‘embodied’ or ‘individualist,’ view where culture is effectively reduced to
interacting individuals. These different views on culture-cognition interaction needs to be
resolved if the goal is to develop a conceptual framework integrating culture and cognition
research.
The two views on culture-cognition interaction are also tied to two different ways of using the
notion of cultural schemas. As illustrated in Figure 6, one conceptualization treats cultural
schemas as a certain type of cognitive schemas, and thus as a micro-level phenomenon within
individual cognition (Model A). The alternative to this (Model B) is to use cultural schemas to
refer to a macro-level phenomenon, that is to socially recurring patterns, rather than to mental
representations of those patterns (which in model B would be referred to as cognitive schemas).
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Figure 6: Cultural schemas can be conceptualized as a subtype of cognitive schemas, or as a supra-individual
(social, external, and emergent) concept analogous to cognitive schemas

For the purpose of facilitating interdisciplinary exchange, this paper argues for the value of
Model B and suggests that we should use cultural schemas as a macro-level analogue to
cognitive schemas, rather than as a subtype of cognitive schemas. There are three main
arguments for this, all tied to the goal of accessibility and utility as a bridging concept. A supraindividual conceptualization of cultural schemas: i) is better suited to the sociological research
object: culture in the broad view, ii) has better compatibility with most sociological theories,
and iii) is not incompatible with a strong emphasis on individual cognition as the
microfoundation of culture if treated as an analytical concept.
A key problem issue with conceptualizing cultural schemas as a subtype of cognitive schemas
(Model A in Figure 6) is that it makes little sense for cultural sociologists to make a distinction
between personal/idiosyncratic schemas and cultural/shared schemas (such as in Nishida 2005
and Quinn and Strauss 1997). With a broad view of culture, very little is idiosyncratic or
personal; just about all concepts, perceptions, thoughts, and practices are at least influenced by
culture, with few exceptions. That is, our ideas, desires, and behaviors are largely socially
learned, transmitted, and shared—including things such as highly personal memories, which
are both originally experienced and later reconstructed using schemas heavily shaped by
culture. Therefore, if cultural schemas are used as a type of cognitive schema all cultural
schemas would per definition be cognitive schemas, and just about all cognitive schemas would
necessarily be cultural schemas. Such a near-complete conceptual overlap makes the analytical
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and theoretical utility of making a distinction between the two questionable in the first place.
Even if we are talking about different degrees of cultural influence, both terms would refer to
‘more or less culturally shaped mental patterns’. It seems to follow that treating cultural
schemas as supra-individual provides more analytical value, because it describes something
different which, I will argue, we need to have a concept for anyway, while remaining highly
compatible with the cognitive schema.
There are, however, strong objections to conceptualizing the cultural schema as a supraindividual macro-level concept. Many culture researchers inspired by the cognitive sciences
have recently argued against ‘traditional’ supra-individual views of culture, in favor of an
‘individualist’ view where culture refers to more or less shared cognitive schemas built out of
interaction and shared experiences (c.f. Lizardo 2007, 2015; Nishida 2005; Quinn and Strauss
1997; Turner 2007b). The main objection of these researchers appears to be an aversion to what
Lizardo has called “ontologically spurious anti-cognitive pseudo-objects” (2014:988), or what
Turner (2007b) refers to as mysterious ‘collective objects.’ Looking closer at their arguments,
it becomes clear that what Lizardo and Turner are objecting to are primarily the reification of
macro-level analytical concepts, that is the treatment of things such as cultural schemas as
‘ontologized units’ existing only in ‘the sociological ether.’ This is a valid and serious concern.
If cultural schemas are considered to be supra-individual objects, existing out there
independently of cognitive processes we risk obfuscating the cognitive micromechanisms of
culture in a way which only maintains the intellectual distance between cultural sociology and
cognitive science.
However, there are two unwarranted assumptions in the critique against supra-individual
culture concepts, which are that i) analytical concepts must have an independent ontological
substance to be meaningful, and that ii) working with higher-order abstractions necessarily
obscures their microfoundation. I will deal with both of these assumptions, and argue that the
larger problem with compatibility with cognitive science is not the sociological use of
abstractions, but the use of abstractions with disciplinary specific jargon.
It should be made clear here that a supra-individual conceptualization of cultural schemas is
intended to be an analytical concept and not an ontological object, in the sense of Turner’s
(2007b) ‘collective objects’ and ‘ontologized units.’ As an analytical concept, cultural schemas
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are far from mysterious—they are what they claim to be and nothing else: a way to refer to
recurring social patterns observed by researchers or lay people. In other words, the notion of
‘cultural schemas’ is a shorthand way of talking about phenomenon emerging from complex
processes, as sociologists have always done, but in a way that is much more compatible with
the language and insights of cognitive science.
Is there a problem inherent in using abstractions to refer to constellations lower-order objects?
No. All sciences routinely rely on abstractions to refer to emergent phenomena without for that
reason disregarding their ontological microfoundations. Doing so is both an analytical shortcut
and a way to highlight macro-level properties emerging from interacting micro-level
phenomena (Kaidesoja 2013). It is, for example, common in the biological sciences to refer to
complex entities such as ‘organs’ or the ‘nervous system,’ and to analytically treat these as
emergent objects, without necessarily taking the detour of detailing the cells and molecules they
consist of. This is analytically efficient since being able to talk about how one macro
phenomenon influences another, such as how the nervous system interacts with certain organs,
saves biologists the need to explain how ion channels open or neurotransmitters are released in
every single neuron along the way. Yet, despite referring to emergent entities because they are
analytically efficient, the biological sciences do not ignore micromechanisms and still rely
largely on mechanistic explanations. Why could this not be the case in the social sciences?
We have a similar situation when studying culture-cognition interaction. Yes, it is true that
cognition is the microfoundation of culture, and that there are no actual ‘collective objects’ out
there external to the minds of individual people, but that is beside the point of an analytical
macro-level concept. Turner (2007b), for example, refers to postmodernism as one of the
reasons why sociology lagged behind other social sciences in engaging with cognitive science.
This may be true, but postmodernism is an analytical construct and, in the conceptualization
advocated here, a cultural schema (or a collection of such). Cultural ‘individualists’ must agree
that it is convenient to be able to talk about postmodernism despite the fact that postmodernism
lacks ontological substance and is simply an emergent phenomenon reconstructed post hoc by
social theorists. We could, of course, theoretically trace everything that postmodernism is
through millions of individual minds in order to avoid using a supra-individual construct, but
that would be incredibly inefficient.
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A reviewer of an earlier draft of this paper asked if an ‘individualist’ shared-cultural-schemas
model of culture is not simpler than one that involves on higher-order abstractions. The
reviewer went on to ask: is there “a cultural schema of an apple pie” or just “what I think of and
what probably most people think of when they think of apple pie”? There is a misunderstanding
here, as the reviewer jumps from cultural schemas as higher-order abstractions, to talking about
them as ontological objects. Since I argue for the cultural schema as a higher-order abstraction
with analytical efficiency, I would say that “a cultural schema of an apple pie” and “what I think
of and what probably most people think of when they think of apple pie” are the same thing.
As an analytical concept, the cultural schema simply refers to the fact that people in a certain
culture reproduce consistent apple pies, and that their shared experiences of all these apple pies
have certain causal effects. This is of course handled through the establishment of similar
cognitive schemas (although not fully shared), but the presence of similar cognitive schemas
among a group of people does not neglect the utility of a higher-order abstraction to describe
the cultural phenomenon that all these people experience. To answer the reviewers first
question, I would say that it is much simpler and more analytically efficient to talk about “a
cultural schema of an apple pie” than “what I think of and what probably most people think of
when they think of apple pie.”
One might object to the earlier comparison with the biological sciences by saying that hearts
and livers nonetheless have ontological substance, whereas cultural schemas do not. However,
even advocates of an ‘individualist’ view of culture-cognition interaction rely on some form of
abstractions that are not actually ontological objects. They often seem to forget that ‘practices,’
or even ‘cognitive schemas,’ are no more ontological solid than, say, ‘discourses.’ Yet such
analytical concepts are treated as unproblematic objects. As previously discussed, in the
cognitive sciences the cognitive schema is used to refer to a pattern emergent from firing
neurons and not to the physical neurons themselves or a set of connections in a neurological
network (Mandler 1984; Smith 1998). Cognitive schemas are consequently used much like a
discourse analyst uses discourse: to refer to an analytical unit of observed tendencies, rather
than to something that exists in an independent or solid form out there. Just as cognitive schemas
emerge from interacting neurons, cultural schemas emerge from socially coordinated actions of
individuals with similar cognitive schemas (c.f. Sharifian 2003).
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We Find Many Names for Those we Love
A plethora of concepts has been developed to label cultural units, or different types of socially
recurring patterns, resulting in different theoretical vocabularies that unfortunately have
contributed to the internal fragmentation of sociology (c.f. Brante 2001; Lizardo 2014).
Researchers may talk about discourses (Foucault 1972; Laclau and Mouffe 1985), practices
(Bourdieu 1990), toolkits (Swidler 1986), scripts (c.f. Cerulo and Ruane 2014), value systems
(Parsons 1951), models (D’Andrade 1992; Quinn and Strauss 1997), frames (Goffman 1974),
or cultural conceptualizations and categories (Sharifian 2003), to name just a few. These are of
course not the same, but despite emphasizing different aspects of culture, they share a common
denominator in that they all refer to socially recurring patterns. What cultural sociology needs
from a concept such as cultural schemas is, therefore, not yet another cultural unit, but rather
an overarching abstract concept, relating these specific conceptualizations to each other as well
as to cognitive schemas.
A key strength of the cognitive schema is that it is an umbrella concept that encompasses many
different concepts for different types of cognitive patterns and integrates them into a
commensurable framework. This capacity is something that the cultural schema should seek to
emulate, both for the potential to better integrate cultural conceptualizations and because it
would mirror the conceptual role of cognitive schemas, making them commensurable. In the
cognitive sciences, the schema concept does not belong to any single discipline, theory, or field,
but instead is a part of a shared conceptual vocabulary, integrating research from a diverse range
of disciplines (Mandler 1984). As a generic concept, it subsumes more specific cognitive
representations—such as image schemas, role schemas, evaluative scripts, or the self-concept—
as variations of schemas, subject to the same basic structure, processes, and mechanisms. The
cultural schema could fulfill a similar, corresponding, role for cultural theory.
As a conceptual analogue to cognitive schemas, the cultural schema should also be used as a
high-level abstraction and an umbrella concept, a shared base concept referring simply to
recurring cultural patterns of one type or another (c.f. Johnson-Hanks et al. 2011). Imitating the
conceptual role of cognitive schemas would make cultural and cognitive schemas more
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commensurable with each other (see Figure 7). It would also provide cultural sociology with a
less esoteric concept for communicating research outside of the discipline. In addition, the
umbrella model could also lessen resistance against a ‘cognitive turn’ from cultural sociologists
invested in one of the established traditions, since the cultural schema concept is used as a
conceptual adapter rather than a replacement for established concepts.

Figure 7: Conceptual map of the relationship between cultural and cognitive schemas used as umbrella concepts
for other conceptualizations of culture and cognition

In contrast to the umbrella model, cultural schemas have sometimes been treated as yet another
concept as other cultural conceptualizations, such as, for example cultural models, scripts, and
categories (Cerulo and Ruane 2014; D’Andrade 1992; Quinn and Holland 1987; Sharifian
2003). However, cultural schemas are arguably better thought of as umbrella concepts on a
higher level of abstraction, in part to imitate the role of cognitive schemas in the cognitive
sciences, but also because schemas are more abstract and generic than models, scripts, or
categories, which are all schematic. A model, for example, is schematically organized, but is a
certain representation or logic, which are not the only functions of schemas. Scripts, on the
other hand, are schematic structures that denote sequences of events or behavioral procedures,
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and categories are schemas used to identify and order things through membership
classifications. In other words, models, scripts, and categories are to schemas what fiction or
poems are to literature: more specific subcategories.

Culture-Cognition Interaction
This final section discusses how we may think of culture-cognition interaction in a multi-level
analytical framework where cultural schemas are treated as macro-level analogues to cognitive
schemas. As a starting point for such a framework, I propose a model of culture-cognition
interaction based on established models of micro-macro and agency-structure interaction (e.g.,
Bourdieu 1990; Giddens 1984; Hedström and Bearman 2011). These models describe an
interdependent but causally asymmetrical relationship between micro- and macro-phenomena,
where macro-structures emerge from micro-level interactions, while in turn structuring future
micro-level actions. As illustrated in Figure 8, this model can be used to describe how cultural
and cognitive schemas interact without attributing causal primacy to either culture or cognition.
In such a model they are interdependent, yet in an asymmetric relationship. What is suggested
here is, once again, an analytical framework aimed at interdisciplinary compatibility, and not a
theory on its own.

Figure 8: Multilevel analytical framework with emphasis on the asymmetrical relationships of influence between
culture and cognition (inspired by Hedström and Bearman 2011)
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The model in Figure 8 differentiates between two types of relationships: emergent relationships
(A) and causal relationships (B). This distinction emphasizes the asymmetry between culture
as a large-scale social phenomenon and cognition as an individual phenomenon. The different
relationships between the two also mean that the ways in which one influences the other differs
significantly: cultural schemas are beyond the control of individual minds and appear out of
necessity when many similar cognitive schemas are enacted, while cognitive schemas are
inevitably shaped by surrounding cultural schemas over time.

Reproduction Through Instantiations (A1)
In relationship A1 of Figure 8, cultural schemas emerge from a succession of similar
instantiations of cognitive schemas enacted by multiple actors. Because cultural schemas are
nothing but a continuality of patterns across multiple situations, there is no clear moment when
a cultural schema is ‘created,’ and cultural schemas are never actually stabilized (c.f. Sewell
2005). Instantiations here refer to enactments, or externalizations, of cognitive schemas in the
world through actions, articulations, or the shaping of bodies or objects. In contrast to the
cognitive schemas themselves, however, instantiations are observable by others and, therefore,
are the basis of cultural reproduction, or ‘transmission,’ which in turn leads to the establishment
of similar cognitive schemas in other individuals (c.f. Ridgeway 2006). For instantiations to
become cultural schemas, they must be similar enough to give rise to overlapping patterns for
people to observe or infer, as cultural schemas are not produced by any single individual or
action but rather appear as a social pattern if sufficiently recurring across different
instantiations, individuals, and/or contexts.
To give an example of cultural schemas enacted through instantiations of individuals with
similar cognitive schemas learned from countless observations of previous instantiations, we
can think of TV news presentations. A news presentation is a highly schematic event where
easily recognizable cultural schemas are reproduced as multiple people coordinate various
interrelated instantiations of similar cognitive schemas. These include, among other things,
roles with associated behavioral scripts, such as the presenter being well-dressed and looking
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into the camera, the way the news is presented in a sequential order with a neutral tone, the
structuring of the physical environment, usually with a desk and some form of representative
background, the coordinated actions of the TV news team, and so forth.
Cultural ‘individualists’ would object to this characterization of cultural reproduction by saying
that what we actually see here is just multiple individuals interacting. That is, an individual-toindividual relationship of influence without any mysterious ‘collective objects.’ In this, Turner
is of course not ontologically wrong, there are just people interacting with people, but the point
here is that these people in effect reproduces, and respond to, a supra-individual pattern. It does
not matter to Jim’s learning process that to him unknown, yet concrete, individuals such as
Sarah and Anne are dressing up this particular news presenter for this particular broadcast. Of
course, those actions of those concrete individuals are the micro-mechanisms of this particular
reproduction, but the important outcome effect for a cultural analyst—and for Jim’s learning,
thoughts and behavior—is that there exists a strong recurring social pattern, a cultural schema,
of how news presentations work, which is maintained through multiple compatible, highly
similar, cognitive schemas.
In addition to making it easier to identify and talk about macro-level phenomenon, a separate
supra-individual cultural schema concept also emphasizes the process by which individual
cognitive schemas are transformed into social phenomenon with emergent properties. Cultural
schemas differ significantly from individual cognitive schemas because they are an aggregate
(but not sum) of instantiations, and because all instantiations of cognitive schemas are
transformative. When cultural schemas emerge from instantiations, they are the product of is a
trifold transformative process as:
i)

cognitive schemas are constrained by the ability of the actor to enact abstract
schemas as concrete observable instantiations, that is to transform them into
concrete actions, articulations or objects, such as for example the limits of language
to express an intuitive schema,

ii)

any instantiation of a cognitive schema is constrained by the physical and social
environment, including for example the availability of necessary material resources
or the presence social control mechanisms such as self-disciplining, norm sanctions,
and peer pressure, and
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iii)

social processes that determine what instantiations, and in what amount, are seen by
who, influenced by for example social power relations, distributions of resources
and opportunities, and technology such as social media.

Because of these transformative mechanisms, the resulting cultural schemas are never carbon
copies of cognitive schemas. Cultural schemas are not simply the aggravated sum of all
instantiations, but emerge from the pattern of overlapping aspects of multiple instantiations.
Consequently, because no cultural schema is derived from a specific instantiation, they may
differ significantly from any of the individual cognitive schema involved in representing and
reproducing them (c.f. Sharifian 2003). Furthermore, as we shall see, internalization of cultural
schemas is also a transformative process.

Internalization Through Cognitive Learning (B1)
The second transformative relationship (B1 in Figure 8) describes a causal relationship wherein
individual minds are shaped by exposure to culture over time. Cognitive schemas are formed
through experiencing socially recurring instantiations of cultural schemas and deriving an
abstract pattern from the commonly co-occurring features of those instantiations. This in turn
shapes neural networks, as the cognitive representation becomes more frequently used to
interpret experiences. So far most would agree on how culture influences individual cognition.
Some ‘individualists’ such as Turner (2007b) argue that because people can only learn from
observable instantiations, and because of transformative processes, people cannot really attain
similar underlying cognitive structures (such as similar presuppositions) when they learn
through experiences, but only similar concrete practices. However, there are good reasons to
believe that people can infer underlying cognitive structures from observable instantiations.
Human children seem to be hard-wired to perceive, learn, and reproduce cultural patterns in
their social environment, because they are predisposed to overimitate adult actions (Nielsen and
Tomaselli 2010). Children do this even if the observed pattern has no apparent practical
application, a uniquely human trait that is not seen in primates, who imitate only insofar as the
practical consequences are apparent. This suggests that children learn not only how to do things,
but also social rules, norms and assumptions. As Lizardo (2007) argues, there is good reason to
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believe that the so-called Mirror Neuron System is used to infer other people’s intentions and
reasons, and neuroscientific evidence suggest that such inferences of underlying logics behind
people’s actions is a low-effort and routine cognitive background operation (Gallese 2003a,
2003b; Meltzoff 2002). Turner’s (2007b) argument resembles the ‘poverty of stimulus’
argument against connectionist networks, which claimed that people cannot infer underlying
abstract grammatical rules from overt articulations, but research has shown that people are able
to infer complex abstract information from concrete stimuli (see for example Evans 2015 and
Shokouhi & Moghimi 2015).
Finally, it should be said that people do not simply learn directly from specific individuals even
though those are the micro-mechanism of cultural ‘transmission.’ What people experiences as
cultural schemas ‘existing out there’ receive an emergent power to influence individual minds,
far beyond the power of most individual instantiations, since people often rely on social
verification as a feedback mechanism as “experience is established as valid and reliable to the
extent that it is shared with others” (Hardin and Higgins 1996:28). People may infer a sense of
truth, objectivity, or common sense from what is experienced as something ‘everyone just
knows’ (c.f. Berger and Luckmann 1966). For example, most people are convinced that the
Earth is round, not out of personal experiences, but due to the convictions of countless others
who together reproduce an unopposed cultural schema of the shape of the Earth. This schema
is so frequently reproduced in so many contexts by so many sources that it becomes learned
much like a frequently recurring personal experience, which eventually becomes an implicit
presumption and an automatic processing mechanism. Even though culture is dependent on
cognition, this asymmetry of power must be recognized, as cultural schemas can shape
hundreds of thousands, or even millions, of individual minds.
Despite the presence of efficient learning mechanisms, Turner (2007b) is right in that
internalization cannot produce exact carbon copies of cultural schemas, because cognitive
internalization is not a passive process—where people are invariably socialized in a Parsonian
sense—but an active, dynamic and transformative process. All learning occurs continuously
through ongoing pattern recognition where people perceive, interpret and respond to
experiences by a process of dynamic cognitive (re)construction of schemas corresponding to
the experience. As previously described, people use previously learned modular and
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transposable cognitive schemas from their own individual learning histories as frames of
reference and building blocks to piece together a schema matching their experiences ‘on the
go’ (Lizardo 2015; Ridgeway 2006; Smith 1996). This dynamic process using transposable
modular schemas also explains how people can identify and respond to new situations in
flexible and creative ways which leaves room for variation and social change (see Sewell 2005).
Although patterns are implied in the organization of observable features in concrete
instantiations, people also add unobserved elements to their interpretations, such as
assumptions, intuitions, and abstract meanings associated with the experienced pattern. A
pattern experienced is therefore not simply a sensory experience, but a conjunction of i)
previously learned cultural knowledge; ii) the observed organization of sensory elements; and
iii) the individual cognitive construction process bringing these together. Because of this
dynamic internalization process, individuals will be influenced in different ways by the same
experiences due to how their unique learning histories have shaped their neural setup towards
certain schematic patterns. Additional factors beyond frequency also influence the impact of
experiences on cognitive schemas, such as resonance with previous experiences, emotional
arousal (Quinn and Mathews 2016), and rhetorical strength (e.g., discursive power; c.f. Laclau
and Mouffe 1985). A single emotionally charged experience, such as a trauma, can sometimes
make a memory or interpretative schema highly salient and lasting for life, and claims by
authoritative figures such as scientists or priests may more readily be processed as facts than
claims by, for example, a child.
Much work remains to be done on internalization processes and how cognitive (re)construction
of schemas transforms social patterns into cognitive representations. This paper only has space
enough to argue that significant transformation occurs through multiple mediating social and
psychological mechanisms. The transformations involved in internalization and reproduction
mean that reproducing cultural schemas always occurs through concrete instantiations, in
practices and individual cognition, and that this reproduction goes through two
transformations—first, from abstract internal schema to observable instantiation, and then back
to abstract internal schema through pattern recognition. This suggests that we would benefit
from a multi-level analytical framework that distinguishes between social and mental patterns,
or cultural and cognitive schemas, as two distinct yet closely connected phenomena.
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Conclusions
This paper has argued for the importance of integrating research about cognitive schemas in
cultural sociology, and the utility of using cultural schemas as a concept bridging the
vocabularies of cognitive science and cultural sociology. The central argument is that it would
be most productive to think of cultural schemas as a conceptual analogue for cognitive schemas,
retaining a similar conceptual role and structure, but designating a social rather than a mental
pattern. This provides us with an accessible language with two-way compatibility which
recognizes cognition as the microfoundation of culture, yet maintains culture as a research
object in own right, integrates established conceptualizations of culture and facilitates
interdisciplinary communication.
The alternative, to use cultural schemas as a subtype of cognitive schemas, leaves us without a
way to integrate established cultural theory with cognitive science, which maintains the chasm
between the two vocabularies and the fragmentation of cultural theories. A reductionist
conceptualization may furthermore lead to continued alienation of most cultural sociologists,
which prevents cognitive sociology from being “larger and more inclusive” (Danna
2014:1005). If we want to avoid remaining an “overly insulated ‘gated’ intellectual community”
(Cerulo 2010:116), it is in our best interest to make our conceptualizations attractive to others,
to avoid ‘psychophobia’ by showing that integration of culture and cognition is possible, and
to make good use of insights from established cultural theory. While it is in our best interest
that we embrace and adapt to the insights from cognitive science about how the brain processes
and reproduces social patterns, there is no inherent contradiction in doing so while treating
culture as an emergent supra-individual phenomenon (see Kaidesoja 2013 for a discussion of
the biases of individualist microfoundationalism).
We could possibly use cultural schemas as a subtype of cognitive schemas and use another
alternative conceptualization for social patterns, but there are significant drawbacks to this
strategy. Most cognitive schemas are already inherently cultural and other conceptualizations
that could be used for macro-level cultural patterns—such as models, scripts, or categories—
are problematic for bridging purposes because they denote specific types of cultural patterns
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and therefore are not directly compatible with the schema concept in cognitive science. This
compatibility problem is of course also true for discourses, norms, or practices, which refers to
types of cultural patterns and not cultural units per se, but this is precisely why we would benefit
from using cultural schemas as an integrative umbrella concept much like the cognitive schema.
Using cultural schemas in the way proposed here also has analytical value for an integrated
multi-level analytical framework, such as the one sketched out in Figure 8. The model presented
here shows that theoretical and analytical integration of knowledge into a vertical model,
extending from neural patterns to culture, is possible using an integrated language. This model
has the advantages of easily translating schematic patterns, and thus research results, from one
level to another. It also emphasizes the asymmetrical relationships between culture and
cognition, something which tends to be lost in reductionist frameworks.
Much work remains to be done to translate insights from the cognitive sciences and to construct
detailed models of culture-cognition interaction. We need to develop integrated frameworks for
dynamic internalization through cognitive construction (c.f. Oyserman 2015; Ridgeway 2006)
and dual-process models of culture (c.f. Vaisey 2009). These two areas stand out for their
potential to describe in detail the mechanisms of central cultural processes such as learning,
reproduction, and how culture shapes the human brain in divergent ways.
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