
 

Why independent cultures think alike when it
comes to categories: It's not in the brain
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Imagine you gave the exact same art pieces to two different groups of
people and asked them to curate an art show. The art is radical and new.
The groups never speak with one another, and they organize and plan all
the installations independently. On opening night, imagine your surprise
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when the two art shows are nearly identical. How did these groups
categorize and organize all the art the same way when they never spoke
with one another?

The dominant hypothesis is that people are born with categories already
in their brains, but a study from the Network Dynamics Group (NDG) at
the Annenberg School for Communication has discovered a novel
explanation. In an experiment in which people were asked to categorize
unfamiliar shapes, individuals and small groups created many different
unique categorization systems while large groups created systems nearly
identical to one another.

"If people are all born seeing the world the same way, we would not
observe so many differences in how individuals organize things," says
senior author Damon Centola, Professor of Communication, Sociology,
and Engineering at the University of Pennsylvania. "But this raises a big
scientific puzzle. If people are so different, why do anthropologists find
the same categories, for instance for shapes, colors, and emotions,
arising independently in many different cultures? Where do these
categories come from and why is there so much similarity across
independent populations?"

To answer this question, the researchers assigned participants to various
sized groups, ranging from 1 to 50, and then asked them to play an
online game in which they were shown unfamiliar shapes that they then
had to categorize in a meaningful way. All of the small groups invented
wildly different ways of categorizing the shapes. Yet, when large groups
were left to their own devices, each one independently invented a nearly
identical category system.

"If I assign an individual to a small group, they are much more likely to
arrive at a category system that is very idiosyncratic and specific to
them," says lead author and Annenberg alum Douglas Guilbeault (Ph.D.
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'20), now an Assistant Professor at the Haas School of Business at the
University of California, Berkeley. "But if I assign that same individual
to a large group, I can predict the category system that they will end up
creating, regardless of whatever unique viewpoint that person happens to
bring to the table."

"Even though we predicted it," Centola adds, "I was nevertheless stunned
to see it really happen. This result challenges many long—held ideas
about culture and how it forms."

The explanation is connected to previous work conducted by the NDG
on tipping points and how people interact within networks. As options
are suggested within a network, certain ones begin to be reinforced as
they are repeated through individuals' interactions with one another, and
eventually a particular idea has enough traction to take over and become
dominant. This only applies to large enough networks, but according to
Centola, even just 50 people is enough to see this phenomenon occur.

Centola and Guilbeault say they plan to build on their findings and apply
them to a variety of real—world problems. One current study involves
content moderation on Facebook and Twitter. Can the process of
categorizing free speech versus hate speech (and thus what should be
allowed versus removed) be improved if done in networks rather than by
solitary individuals? Another current study is investigating how to use 
network interactions among physicians and other health care
professionals to decrease the likelihood that patients will be incorrectly
diagnosed or treated due to prejudice or bias, like racism or sexism.
These topics are explored in Centola's forthcoming book, CHANGE:
How to Make Big Things Happen (Little, Brown & Co., 2021).

"Many of the worst social problems reappear in every culture, which
leads some to believe these problems are intrinsic to the human
condition," says Centola. "Our research shows that these problems are
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intrinsic to the social experiences humans have, not necessarily to
humans themselves. If we can alter that social experience, we can change
the way people organize things, and address some of the world's greatest
problems."

The study, entitled "Experimental Evidence for Scale—Induced
Category Convergence across Populations," was published in Nature
Communications.

  More information: "Experimental Evidence for Scale—Induced
Category Convergence across Populations," Nature Communications
(2021). DOI: 10.1038/s41467-020-20037-y

Provided by University of Pennsylvania

Citation: Why independent cultures think alike when it comes to categories: It's not in the brain
(2021, January 12) retrieved 22 June 2024 from https://phys.org/news/2021-01-independent-
cultures-alike-categories-brain.html

This document is subject to copyright. Apart from any fair dealing for the purpose of private
study or research, no part may be reproduced without the written permission. The content is
provided for information purposes only.

Powered by TCPDF (www.tcpdf.org)

4/4

http://dx.doi.org/10.1038/s41467-020-20037-y
https://phys.org/news/2021-01-independent-cultures-alike-categories-brain.html
https://phys.org/news/2021-01-independent-cultures-alike-categories-brain.html
http://www.tcpdf.org

