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Introduction

Human Cognition and Human Practice


Cognitive anthropology has often focused its efforts on attempting to elicit scripts, rules, and schema believed to be internalized by human actors. These scripts and rules are then considered to be the basis for both human action and the interpretation of it within a social group. While certainly many of these ventures have proven insightful, particularly on the macro level of understanding “culture” in a broad sense, there are critiques of these concepts which should not be ignored. Practice theory is one of the strongest sources of critique, and if we are interested in cognition as an active process the realm of practice becomes of critical importance.


Boudieu’s critique of objectivism in Outline of a Theory of Practice, for example, is concerned with the way in which taking an outsider, objective perspective creates a distortion of one’s view of practice—objectivity is an epistemological choice with problems of its own. In doing so he rejects “a ‘mechanical’ model which would at best be to the man of honour’s regulated improvisation what an etiquette handbook is to the art of living or a harmony treatise to musical composition” (Bourdieu 1977:11). An interesting comparison here would be the “Complete Idiot’s Guide” and “For Dummies” series of books. The difference is of course that such books are explicit that they are “outsider-oriented” discourses. What an anthropologist risks doing is eliciting “rules” from informants which are geared toward incompetent outsiders (read: anthropologists), and then turning around and privileging the “Idiot’s Guide to X Culture” which they have concocted over the practical mastery of skilled insiders. Yet abstract learning of knowledge does not immediately convey practical mastery of action and, to used Bourdieu’s term, “strategy”. These things must be embodied in practice, and in context. Moreover, the cognition and practice of an outsider trying to “follow the rules” may be considerably different from that of an insider employing “strategies”.


Jean Lave continues Bourdieu’s critique, focusing on the embodied and contextualized nature of human cognition, and on “the socially situated character of human activity, cognitive or otherwise” (Lave 1988:43). She also makes an important distinction between a “problem” and “dilemma”. The idea that rules and scripts can adequately produce competent behavior, or even an adequate interpretive framework, is closely related to what one considers a “problem”. Lave proposes that despite our culture’s preoccupation with them, “Problems of the closed, ‘truth or consequences’ variety are a specialized form of cultural product, and indeed, a distorted representation of activity in everyday life” (Lave 1988:43). Certainly scripts and rules can be effective in dealing with these, as well as with the quintessential Western “problem”, the (supposedly) decontextualized mathematical calculation. In considering cognition in practice, however, we will find that Lave’s notion of a “dilemma” is a far more accurate characterization of the issues actors face:

“…a dilemma has no factual solution, no general, in principle, correct answer. It is a matter of conflicting values and viable alternatives, which are neither right nor wrong, and none of which is entirely satisfactory” (Lave 1988:139).

Needless to say, scripts and rules are not always the most effective way to deal with new, changing, or ambiguous situations. Bourdieu’s notion of “strategy” may be important in understanding how actors negotiate such situations, as well as his idea of “economy of logic” (Bourdieu 1977).

One purpose of this paper is to show that even in a setting which seems rather limiting of human action—which seems to represent a “problem”, rather than a “dilemma”—a consideration of the practice of human action and cognition from a first-person perspective reveals much more than only a surface analysis of the “structure” of the “problem”. I am, in particular, interested in showing how Bourdieu’s notion of “strategy” and Lave’s notion of “dilemma” are much more effective concepts for understanding human action, motivation, and cognition in context than the more deterministic, limited notions of rule, script and problem. While rules and scripts seem sufficiently explicative from an “objective” point of view, initiating the ethnographer into practice brings the cognitive reality of such notions into question—practice seems quite different from a temporal, first-person perspective than from an atemporal, third-person view. Considering and taking part in practice oneself may help one avoid the kind of objectivity which, as Bourdieu notes, retroactively projects necessity and certainty on action—while we rationalize what we have done as necessary after having done it, at the point (or indeterminate period) of decision (or indecision) there are often many possibilities. Nor are these dilemmas and possible resolutions always presented to actors by script, rule, or structure—they are often generated by actors themselves, in a value-laden, context-rich environment. This paper is will to explore cognition as an active, temporal process, as opposed to a passive, atemporal (a priori) one.

Why Gaming?

I chose online gaming as an arena of practice for a variety of reasons. First of all, first-person online games involve navigation, long considered an “cognitive task” worthy of study. I was also interested in finding an arena in which I would have access to informants who routinely participated, an important part of the practice approach (Lave 1988:47). Learning transfer experiments, in which the actor is often unfamiliar with the task to be performed, obscure the role of experience in cognition. I was interested in Team Fortress Classic in particular because of my own experience with the game; as someone who had been “initiated into practice”, I would not have to rely entirely on eliciting “rules” from informants, which might help me avoid producing “a view of activity which emphasizes abstracted, normatively followed rules” (Lave 1998:186).

On the other hand, however, online games may seem to represent—to an outsider—the decontextualized, abstract, “experimental” sort of cognitive task favored by psychologists, test-makers, and learning-transfer proponents. These games may seem as well to be relatively constrictive and deterministic of human action; like an experiment or a math problem, the goal, how to achieve that goal, and what constitutes completion of it, appear to be hard-wired into the game, itself a self-contained experimental arena of sorts. This creates interesting implications: if such a seemingly constrained and scripted arena can be shown to be a more open and contradictory field for action than a “structural” analysis would predict, what might that suggest about other social settings?

Methods

The information in this paper is based on my own experiences and observations as well as online interviews conducted with players. I want to thank [INH]WarGodPuffy (“WGP”) and [INH]Jekkell (“Devil”) for their time, help, and insight. My own clan name is [INH]Jinx, which is what I appear as in the transcript and the game. Daramere, a friend of mine from Ohio University, also took time to provide an illuminating interview, and my friend Trajan permitted me to mention some of our conversations. Quotes from these conversations and interviews are presented as originally typed, hence the casual online style in which little attention is paid to formal written language conventions.
Structures, Scripts, and Rules:

The Complete Idiot’s Guide To Team Fortress Classic

What is "Team Fortress Classic"?

Team Fortress Classic is a modification, or "mod", of the game Half-Life. Half-Life is a retail PC game with both a one-player part and a multi-player, online competitive portion. TFC is basically a variation of this online game, with new graphics, maps and gameplay; it uses the same game "engine" as standard HL, but adds new things to it.

To understand what TFC is, one must first understand the genres to which it belongs. Half-Life is a first-person shooter, or FPS, which is to say that a player sees from a first-person perspective into a three-dimensional virtual world from the eyes of their character. The weapon or implement held by the player is usually displayed in the lower portion of the screen, creating an illusion of being "in" the character one is controlling. The player sets keys on the keyboard to move, jump, duck, etc., and uses the mouse to turn and look around. Other mouse or keyboard buttons are used to select weapons, manipulate the environment, fire weapons, and other interactions. Most games also allow players to type messages to the other players. 
The standard Half-Life online game is a "Death-Match". In standard DM, all players are against each other, and compete for the most "kills". Players typically "spawn" (appear) in semi-random parts of the level/map and then must run about trying to find weapons and "frag" other players. When killed, a player will "respawn" and the mayhem will continue. Half-Life supports up to 32 people playing at a time, although few servers have the computing power or internet connection to support more than 18 people in a game. The "winner" of a map is the one who has the most kills at the end of the map—usually there is a time or frag limit set by the server.

Team Fortress Classic, in contrast, deals with various "Capture the Flag" (CTF) scenarios. The most common map setup involves two teams, in two identical forts, who must guard their own flag while trying to bring the enemy flag back to their base's "capture point". Players (re)spawn in their own team's fort, usually in special "spawn rooms" ("respawn" for short) which also double as points of resupply with ammo and armor packs available.

TFC also differs from DM in that it introduces "classes" for the players to choose. In Death Match, players all use functionally identical characters and find weapons laying around the level to use. In TFC, your class determines your weaponry, starting armor and health, movement speed, and special abilities.

  

Briefly, the nine classes in TFC are:

 Scout - very fast and but weak 

Sniper - fairly weak; powerful rifle with zoom 

Soldier - all around strong fighter, but slow 

Demoman - carries a "detpack" to open enemy defenses; remote control pipe bombs 

Medic - fast, can heal teammates and infect enemies 

Heavy Weapons Guy - slow, but very strong 

Pyro - fairly fast, flame-thrower 

Spy - can imitate the other team's color and disguise as other classes 

Engineer - can build sentry guns that will shoot enemies automatically 

Each class is better suited for some tasks than others. Certain classes such as scout and medic are generally used for running the flag (offense), while others such as engineer are usually used on flag defense. While Death Match style games are about reflexes and action, TFC, with it's Capture the Flag premise, team play, and specialized classes, would seem to be more of a cooperative and strategic game.

The Structure of Team Fortress Classic

The "structure" of TFC is quite basic. Most maps are "Capture the Flag" between two teams with their own forts, and players can select from a variety of character classes with different abilities. Thus, the type of meaning-making promoted by the structure of the game—its "metanarrative," if you will—would seem to promote two basic types of action: offensive and defensive. To "win" a map, after all, one's team must both capture the enemy flag and effectively defend its own.

Gaming in Practice


This all seems very straight-forward, as well as highly structured and deterministic of practice. This changes radically, however, when we switch from a third-person objectivist perspective to a first-person practice one. TFC is, after all, a first-person shooter. The following sections will detail some of the dilemmas faced in the game, considered from the perspective of a person playing it. A player must consider a vast array of technical, tactical, and social issues while playing, and to understand these in-game dilemmas, and how actors negotiate and generate them, a first-person perspective is indispensable.

Joining a Game

The first thing to consider is how one comes to join a game of TFC itself. Unlike an experiment, the motivation of the player is not to meet the expectations of an experimenter. Yet there are more reasons to play than simply “it’s fun” or “I’m bored”. Clan matches and practices are required for members, and games are often organized with clanmates and friends online using IRC, ICQ and other chat and message programs. In an organized gaming outing, one person picks a server with a good “ping” (connection) for them and space for the appropriate number of players. They message its address to their friend(s), who ping it as well and respond with whether it is good for them. In this case the motivation to play is often social. For example, Daramere is a friend of mine from my undergraduate in Ohio, and I rarely get to see him. We can, however, still play games online together and chat on ICQ. Trajan is another Half-Life/TFC fan whom I’m friends with from University at Buffalo, so we often call each other during games to coordinate strategy and comment on the game. Thus, a variety of social factors may motivate particular gaming instances, although players do often join a server “just for fun”.

Reasons for picking one game server over another include ping and packetloss (connection quality), the map being played (Is it in the clan match next week, so you need to practice? Is it a favorite?), recognizing people you want to play (or get even) with on the server, and your own social connection to the server—are you a “regular” there and know many other regulars? Is it a “clan” server that is either yours, an ally’s, or an enemy’s? A player with a good connection can “host” a game as well, and allow friends and/or outsiders to join.


Once a player has connected and joined a server they face a series of dilemmas before they can even join the game. First, the player must choose a team. On most maps the options are Red, Blue, Autoteam and Spectator. In spectator mode, the least used, a player can use either a chase camera on a player or roam around invisible watching the game, but their typed messages can only be seen by other spectators (to prevent them from spying for a team). Spectator mode is sometimes used when a clan is evaluating a potential member.


Choosing autoteam automatically puts the player on the team with the fewest members. If they are equal in number, it randomly places them on a team. The problem with autoteam is that, being a script, it does not take into account certain humanly relevant information. In my own practice, for example, I often take a look at the scoreboard before choosing a team. The scoreboard lets one know who in particular is on each team, and which team is leading and by how much. If the teams are even player-wise, but one is winning, I usually prefer to join the losing team to even out the game. Autoteam does not take this value into account. Also, if a clanmate/friend is on the server they sometimes expect me to choose the same team regardless of other criteria. If they are on a team which has more players and a higher score this creates a dilemma between social loyalty and a personal sense of fair play.


It is important to note that this is only one person’s way of dealing with the team decision—personally situated values may generate a dilemma for one player but not for another. I have met players who claim to always play a certain color, or always choose autoteam, or always play on the side of their clanmates. Sahlins’ idea of “interest” might be broadened to understand these variations: “An interest in something is the difference it makes for someone” (Sahlins 1981:68). Despite the “universal” nature of the team decision as part of the game, the interest it generates in individual actors, its meaning, varies considerably based on their personal values, experience, and “specific life scheme” (Sahlins 1981:69).


This also factors into the next choice the game prompts, choosing a player class, perhaps the most complex dilemma faced by a player when entering the game. As I noted earlier, there are nine classes that one can choose to play as, each with greatly varied abilities; choosing a class involves weighing between the advantages and disadvantages each class presents. The Heavy Weapons Guy (“hwguy”), for example, is extremely well-armed and armored; this is balanced, however, by his relatively slow speed. Thus, hwguys tend to be used on defense, due to the time it takes them to run to the enemy fort; you rarely see a hwguy running the flag. The Scout class is the other end of the spectrum, extremely fast but only lightly armored and armed.

Players tend to specialize in one or two classes which are their favorites. This is often attributed to “playing style”, something it is not uncommon to discuss when gamers socialize on or off-line. Although all of the player models are male in TFC, the following excerpt from an editorial I wrote for WomenGamers.com may suggest one way to understand some of these variations:

The performance of characters in video games tends to be stereo-typed by sex. Male characters are slower, but have more in the way of health, armor, and armament, whereas female characters are faster and more agile, but with lighter defenses and weapons. Moreover, the models often look as if they would have these contrasts in attributes, even in games where different models have no real functional difference. Such games include Goldeneye and Half-Life, and I use female models in both.

Perhaps the problem is that while the models reflect gender stereotypes, gamers themselves do not, and choosing a model that they identify with often necessitates choosing one of the companion sex. I, for example, don’t identify with the big, muscular male models—the slim, quick female models are closer to what I am, and even to my own ideal self-image. The “sex” of the model, then, may be less important than its other attributes.


An excellent example of this is my friend Trajan, who almost always plays a hwguy. Trajan explains his taste for the player class in terms of his own self-image. He says that he sees himself as the kind of person who, to paraphrase, “stands there with his back against the wall and will not give up and inch of ground”. There is a certain correspondence in physical attributes as well; like the hwguy, Trajan is a big, tough guy in real life. As you may expect from the excerpt, my own tastes run toward the lighter classes.


This is, of course, supposition to some degree; but what is certain is that particular classes do seem to appeal to some individuals more than others, and that any given player tends to be better at some classes than others.

To return to the dilemma of choosing a class, personal preference is only one out of many possible values that may contribute to the decision-making process. The map being played, for example, may lend itself to certain strategies which require a specific class to effect. For example, the Demoman carries a “detpack” that can be used to open enemy defenses—but only on certain maps. Whether one intends to work on offense or defense (or something else…) also influences class selection due to practical concerns; snipers, for example, are generally poor flag runners!

As with the team decision, however, some players may play the same class almost all of the time, regardless of most other factors, using a script for the dilemma. Why this sort of script is used is still individually situated; it may be that the player really likes a certain class, or tends to do poorly with other classes. It may also reflect a certain “economy of logic” in which one value takes precedence over all others as a way of simplification—“no more logic is organized than is required by the needs of practice” (Bourdieu 1977:110). Even here, however, what is “required” is an individually situated question open to some degree of interpretation. Some players may simply want to get quickly into the game and into having fun, or they may figure that it is better to switch classes once they have gotten into the game and have a better feel for what their team needs. Some servers run with class limits—each team can only have a certain number of each class—and this may foil such scripted responses if the player’s chosen class is “full”.

If a player joins a map midway, the team scores can also suggest where the team needs help; for example, if a team is losing badly it is often because its defense has been routed. This of course taps into a contradiction inherent in the game: with the slight exception of the Engineer, who can build an automated sentry gun, no class can perform offense and defense at the same time.

Dilemmas in Practice

This contradiction in structure created by the conflicting need for both offensive and defensive action is a constant issue during the game, since players can change their class and their actions whenever they like. For example, if your team is behind, is it because you need more offense (to score more frequently) or more defense (to slow the enemy’s scoring)?

One of most difficult dilemmas in the game is probably the “dropped flag” dilemma. When a flag carrier is killed in TFC, they drop the flag at the point where they die, wherever on the map that might be. The flag will stay where dropped for sixty seconds unless picked up again (by the enemy team; players cannot move their own team’s flag). It would appear that the offense would want to at least touch the flag (in less than sixty seconds), while the defense would want to prevent this so that the flag would return to its place in their base.


Appearances can be deceiving. Depending on the routes available on the map, an offensive scout or medic might find it more profitable to sneak into the enemy flag room and simply wait there for the flag to return—particularly if the enemy defensive players are all gathered at the dropped flag. This is something the defensive players need to take into account as well—if they concentrate all of their effort on the dropped flag, there is a possibility that if they fail they will not only give up that immediate “cap”, but suddenly have to deal with their flag returning and being grabbed instantly by an enemy runner hiding in their undefended flag room.

In addition to the initial dilemmas of a player who has just entered the game—where to set up defenses, or how to approach enemy defenses—there is also a constant need to adjust to the other team’s strategies on the part of a player. If one way into the enemy base too heavily defended to get though, a player might try another entry or perhaps switch to a class better suited to penetrate their particular defensives. Although players sometimes do exhibit scripted behavior, this is often because they have discovered, through trial and error and creative effort, something that works for them. If it ceases to work, however, players will generally try something else. Consider this excerpt from my interview with [INH]WarGodPuffy:

[14:32] <[INH]WGP> I started pipe bomb jumping up into the rafters, which was unheard of . . then I would lay pb's down around teh flag

[14:32] <[INH]WGP> now I see every one doing this, but NO ONE had doen this before I started

[14:32] * [INH]Jinx recalls getting killed like that...

[14:32] <[INH]WGP> ppl used to ask all the time how I got up there . . they had only seen soldiers do it

[14:33] <[INH]Jinx> so creativity is part of it?

[14:33] <[INH]WGP> there are other things that I have pioneered with the demoman . . same map, there is a long shaft where an elevator is that only the team in that base can use . . I can pb up that till the hell freezes over . . another thing ppl have never heard of doing

[14:33] <[INH]WGP> yes creativity is the key to success

Puffy goes on to assert that “you have to think on the fly, and make things up as you go along to become not only a great player, but a winning player”. In this sense, even our use of the term “dilemma” may be misleading. “Dilemma”, like “problem”, suggests a single, atemporal, synchronic event, rather than a constant process of shifting values, an ongoing consideration of a multitude of different factors. 

This need for creativity and learning in practice came up in my interview with [INH]Jekkell (known as “Devil” in IRC) as well. We were discussing how quickly certain people—like Devil—can learn a new first-person game or mod:

<[INH]Jinx> yeah but i'm not a gaming god like you devil hehe

<Devil> hahaha

<Devil> im not a god

<[INH]Jinx> ;-)

<Devil> i can adapt though

<Devil> gimem a game and a few mionutes and ill give you a fight
When I discussed “bots” with Devil, AI opponents that he programs for first-person DM games, he warned that even a bot into which he has written his own experience is “still bound by rules and guidelines…it can only remember what it has been taught”.  In other words, the bot may be able to apply whatever rules—even strategies—Devil has written into it, even switch between them, but it cannot generate new strategies in practice, it cannot adapt like a human opponent. This limitation is often the key to defeating bots—a human opponent can learn the patterns of the bot, the “rules” that it is following, and use these to anticipate and counter its actions. The bot, for its part, is unable to adapt in turn.

Our discussion of bots also touched on decision-making, looking at how a typical bot “thinks” in comparison to a human in FPS games:

<Devil> they have that goal set, they do a trace to it, and choose the shortest path

<Devil> not knowing whats ahead

<Devil> one thing about the nav system im using is that it wont choose by the shortness of the path

<[INH]Jinx> aahhh, so they make what should be a complex value judgement by using only one criteria...

<Devil> it looks at other obstacles factored in

<Devil> in a sense yes

<Devil> its "i have my goal, i have my path" and its done

<Devil> they dont factor in certain areas


For Devil, making a better, more “human” bot involves having the bot take more of these “factors” into account—as an expert player himself, he is trying to model his bots on the kinds of thought processes he himself goes through in practice. He partially correlates unpredictability with skill in his bots, and increasing the number of factors a bot takes into account in-game seems to be one way he increases this unpredictability. As he puts it himself, “human action and thoughts are what makes us unpredictable”.

We are a long way from the world of scripts here. Puffy and Devil would no doubt consider an overreliance on them to be maladaptive. My own experience supports this. For example, one must be very careful about using scripted strategies when playing with people who know you well:

[INH]Jinx: are there other factors which effect how you play? for example, do you play differently against or with people you know?

Daramere: If I have knowledge of their tactics, I might alter mine to compensate.

(aka, I know that on Rock2, Jinx likes to sneak into the enemy base and snipe from the balcony, so I go up there every once and a while to see if I need to kill him off)

[INH]Jinx: lol really? guess jinx will have to be on the lookout for you, then, right? ; - )

Trajan is even worse. He once waited over five minutes with remote pipe bombs at the grate I use to sneak into the enemy base on that map. For Trajan, killing me was more important and more fun than the game’s built-in goals, a good example of how personal values and social relationships can shift personal goals in the game.

Indeed, in the same way Lave’s shoppers determine what is a dilemma in the grocery store, what one considers a “victory” in a game may depend on one’s circumstances, personal, social and otherwise. Connection quality, for example, can place limitations on players. Rather ironically, however, when I confronted Devil (who has a high-quality connection) with this he further complicated the issue for me: “there are circumstances to it all. have you played the map before? how well do you know the map? what weapons you have? do you know the wepaons? and basic skill you have as a player”. In the end Devil asserted that “its more of to see how far you can go with waht you have”. He refused to let me simplify “what you have” into just one factor such as connection quality.

These shifts in personal goals and game structure are also facilitated by the highly social nature of TFC. Given that TFC is a game played online, usually with people one has never met in "real" life, one might expect little in the way of social interaction. Quite to the contrary, however, TFC is an extremely social game, perhaps more so than standard DM games. Gamers can type and send both general (for everyone) and team messages in the game itself, and often do. Gamers sometimes chat online (INH has an IRC chatroom set up, for example) as well, and join servers together with people whom they know from in games or in real life. Also, because a person's "ping" (connection) to certain servers is better, people often play on the same few servers and will bump into others who also play there frequently. Clans, when playing in formal online matches against other clans, often use a program called Roger Wilco which allows limited voice communication to help coordinate strategy.

Because of this ability to communicate, social interactions and relations arise from within or from without the game which can create motivations for action. For example, amid the somewhat chaotic combat taking place in TFC, personal duels and friendly (or not so friendly) vendettas frequently develop between opposing players. One of the most common of these is the sniper duel.

Snipers most commonly work from the battlements of their own base, and often spend as much time competing against each other as they do killing "peeps". This is usually a friendly, respectful competition, although when one person is a much better player, or has a much better connection, the person losing may get angry or frustrated. There is usually some friendly banter and joking between the snipers, and compliments as well. When a server has only a few people on it, not quite enough to really play the game fully, it is not uncommon for someone to suggest having everyone choose snipers to duel. This is an excellent example of how the game's structure can be, quite literally, negotiated.

Conclusion

The moment is not subsumed into a schematic structure, hence instance of it, but at every juncture creating (synthesizing) the structure… Structure that can’t be separated from the decisions made within it, constantly poking through the expected parameters. Rather than having a single form or shape or idea of the work pop out… the structure itself is pulled into a moebius-like twisting momentum.

—Charles Bernstein, “Semblance”


Although Bernstein is discussing poetry, his words paint a marvelous picture of the relationship between structure and human practice. In our own case, we can see that although any given game of TFC takes place within the same basic structure, each game will take on its own “shape”, a shape which is in a dialectic, temporal relationship with human practice, in a constant process of emergence over the course of play. The actions of an individual also take a shape, a shape that must be understood in relation to how this larger shape is unfolding at the time decision making and action takes place, as well as in relation to the specific values in play at the time for the individual, and their wider “life scheme” as a whole.


These multiple influences and values might be seen as forming a sort of dilemma matrix from which human motivation and action emerges. By “matrix” I do not mean a fixed mathematical grid (the sense most common in our current cultural climate) but rather “something within which something else originates or develops” (Webster’s); something from which something else is emergent.

Such a matrix, like a schema, might be seen as a “cognitive map” of sorts. We should resist this, however, as there are significant differences. A dilemma matrix is not an ideal platonic form in the mind of the individual; it is, rather, a fluid, changing, temporal, embodied, spatially extended (sub)consciousness which is in constant flux and in dialectic relation to practice. Granted, one might try to construct a sort of “master” matrix, a non-valued amalgam of potential factors which might come into consideration or influence during practice over an indefinite period of time. Yet such an analytical construction would only be useful insofar as it might help an analyst not forget any potentially salient issues when considering cognition in a specific context and time period. The nature of the dilemma matrix demands as well that even to understand a particular decision, time must be taken into consideration.


Practice theory provides us with a way of understanding how motivation emerges from the dilemma matrix in its insistence that systems contain internal contradictions. Although one might be tempted to construct a more “synchronic” dilemma matrix as a way of understanding a particular decision, actual cognition might better be seen as a process of constant negotiation of the matrix, a constant effort to maintain an “equilibrium” of sorts between the conflicting needs and values of the changing matrix, a process which itself influences the matrix’s shape.


If one were to try to “map” all of the potentially influential factors that could go into a particular decision made in practice, one might wonder that humans ever manage to decide to do anything at all. This is, again, where Bourdieu’s economy of logic comes in—a decision may be made only on the factors an actor finds most salient at the time, their current “interest”, to the neglect of other considerations. We must also be careful to avoid the stereotypical model in which all action is based upon prior rational decision-making. The dilemma matrix is not simply a data store from which rational decisions are made and then acted upon, but something within which actors are constantly both caught up in and producing. Rational thought does not always precede action; practice does not always allow actors the luxury of minutely considering every action beforehand. Time often demands rapid decisions and reactions, blurring the line many like to impose between thought and action: both can and do take place at the same time, in an ongoing process of continual adjustment and adaption.

We should also note that this proliference of potentially influential factors provides considerable food for post-action rationalization. This allows an actor to construct, after the fact, an account considering only those factors which support the action taken that may make that action seem determined or scripted when described to an anthropologist afterwards—as if, to the actor, “there was nothing else I could do”. Informants, discerning from the anthropologist a model of practice which sees rational decision-making as preceding and separate from action, try to fit their response into it to demonstrate that they are not “irrational”. This proliferation of factors may also help explain why human action can seem so unpredictable at times—there are so many influences on a person that it can be difficult to understand their thinking without “being in their shoes”. This is, again, is a reason why the first-person perspective and the initiation of the anthropologist into practice can be so valuable.


It has been my intention in this paper to complicate the question of human cognition—not to prove that scripts, rules, and schema are not useful analytical constructions. Anthropology is in many ways, after all, an outsider-oriented discourse. Also, if one is looking for “culture” then one is looking for commonality and generalization. Although one need take care to stop short of cultural determinism, script, rule, and schema are not always bad ways of presenting culture to outsiders, so long as one is careful not to privilege these analytical constructions too highly. If, however, one is interested in human cognition, and in understanding culture as an active phenomenon which is embodied by human beings, a consideration of practice from a first-person perspective is indispensable. There is no “typical” or “representative” person from any culture, and while culture may be a phenomenon involving commonality, it is manifested in specific social contexts by particular people in real time. Although schema and rules may be useful analytical constructs for understanding how certain information is internalized, when one moves to a first-person temporal perspective, to a sense of cognition as something dynamically stretched across space, time, and the social world, schema and rules become just one of many potential influences on human behavior.

Bibliography

Bourdieu, Pierre


1977

Outline of a Theory of Practice. trans. Richard Nice. New York: 

Cambridge University Press.

Lave, Jean


1988

Cognition in Practice. New York: Cambridge University Press.

Sahlins, Marshall


1981

Historical Metaphors and Mythical Realities. Ann Arbor: The 

University of Michigan Press.

