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Cultural traits are ideas, practices, or artifacts that propagate and remain relatively stable in a population over
time. The stability of a trait can be secured not only through faithful copying but also through cultural
attraction. Even if a trait is transformed every time it is transmitted, it may be stable at the population level.
This stability emerges if the transformations involved are not random but instead probabilistically converge
toward and cluster around specific points in the space of possibilities, for example, a canonical version of a
folktale or a preferred way of cooking a dish. These points of convergence in cultural transmission are called
cultural attractors, and the claim that cultural attraction plays a major role in cultural evolution is called

cultural attraction theory.

History

The idea of cultural attraction was first outlined by Sperber (1996) and has since been developed by many
others (e.g., Claidiére et al., 2014; Falandays & Smaldino, 2022; Morin, 2016; Poulsen & DeDeo, 2023).

Cultural attraction theory draws much of its inspiration from cognitive and evolutionary psychology and

anthropology. It shares a naturalistic perspective with theories of cultural evolution more directly inspired by
Darwin’s biological ideas (Boyd & Richerson, 1985; Cavalli-Sforza & Feldman, 1981; Mesoudi et al., 2004).

According to these theories, cultural stability is mostly secured by faithful transmission and cultural evolution
is mostly the effect of cultural selection, in which selection is understood as the differential adoption of cultural
variants. It is now commonly agreed that in principle, both cultural attraction and cultural selection may play a
role in cultural evolution. What is debated is their relative importance and their articulation (Mesoudi, 2021;

Sterelny, 2017) [see Cultural Evolution].

Core concepts

Cultural attraction theory focuses on microprocesses at work in the cultural causal chains that propagate
cultural items in a population. In these causal chains, psychological and environmental processes alternate.
Psychological processes guide individual behavior such as practical actions and symbolic gestures. These are
perceived and interpreted by others and thereby influence their behavior, which may in turn influence other

individuals, and so on. It is through such causal chains that ideas, practices, and artifacts propagate.

The relative stability of cultural traits is often taken to imply that imitation, communication, and memory must
have sufficient fidelity to secure stability. However, the psychological processes involved in cultural
transmission are in good part constructive rather than merely preservative, and their output is rarely an accurate

copy of the input (Bartlett, 1932). Consciously or unconsciously, learners use what they observe in the

behavior of others or what they understand in their communication to construct a version of ideas, practices, or
artifacts adapted to their own interests. When these interests are shared by members of a social group,
individual transformations are likely to converge and, in so doing, to stabilize cultural traits in the vicinity of

cultural attractors.
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Cultural attractors are statistical regularities, clusters produced by convergent transformations. What explains
these statistical regularities is the existence of a variety of diverse factors involved in transmission towards

attractors, as illustrated through the two case studies below.

Colorlexicons

Color lexicons vary across languages, but not randomly. Two major factors of cultural attraction that explain
the stability of color lexicons and their commonalities across languages are dedicated color perception

mechanisms and communicative efficiency (Zaslavsky et al., 2019). Additional causal factors of attraction are

also involved: for instance, both ultraviolet-light incidence (which varies with latitude) and the vicinity of large
bodies of water may have a causal effect on the probability of a lexicon stabilizing around either a term for

blue or a single term for both blue and green (Josserand et al., 2021).

Dry stone walling

Dry stone walling is an ancient technique found around the world. The placement of each stone presents a
distinct challenge, and so imitation and instruction, however important, are insufficient for the effective
acquisition of the skill. Factors of attraction such as gravity and the affordances provided by different kinds of

stones are crucial in explaining the wide distribution and stability of the technique.

Questions, controversies, and new developments

Cultural selection theories assume that there is a clear separation between (a) copying processes that occur in
every episode of cultural transmission and secure the stability of cultural traits and (b) selection processes that
play a role in individuals’ adopting a trait or a variant, thus contributing to its cultural success. By contrast,
cultural attraction theory assumes that the same processes of attraction may determine both the stability and the

success of cultural traits.

Up to now, most empirical work on cultural attraction has been focused on one category of factors of cultural

attraction: evolved psychological mechanisms (e.g., Boyer, 2018; De Cruz, 2006; Miton et al., 2015). The

range of factors of cultural attraction is, however, much more diverse and varies along several dimensions.

Psychological/ecological

Some factors of attraction such as mechanisms of color perception are psychological. Others, such as gravity,
the presence of large bodies of water reflecting a blue sky, or the spatial disposition of artifacts (Miton et al.,_
2020), are ecological factors of attraction. There are also factors of cultural attraction, such as the availability
of measurement tools, that are simultaneously psychological and ecological and that can be seen as cases of

extended cognition.
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General/local

Some factors of cultural attraction are always present, for instance, gravity or color perception. Others are more
narrowly situated in time and space (Morin, 2016). The range of colors already named in a color lexicon at a
time is a local factor affecting the ease with which a new color category might be acquired and contributes to
its likelihood to be added to that lexicon. The kind of stones available (e.g., granite or limestone) is a local

factor that helps explain differences in stone-walling techniques.

Naturally produced/culturally produced

Species specific—evolved psychological mechanisms or local wild fauna are natural phenomena that play an
important role as factors of cultural attraction. In humans’ cumulative cultures, some factors of cultural
attraction are, to a greater or lesser extent, themselves culturally produced. Most human psychological
capacities that act as factors of cultural attraction such as literacy are neither natural instincts nor cultural
gadgets (Heyes, 2018); they are cultural readjustments or extensions of biologically evolved capacities

(Dehaene & Cohen, 2011). Domesticated animals are not just biological organisms but also culturally produced

artifacts that play a major role in stabilizing many other cultural traits.

Cultural attractors are historically situated regularities that may emerge, change, and disappear over time. A
better understanding of the variety of factors of cultural attraction and their causal role is essential to the future

development of cultural attraction theory.

In cultural selection theories, some of mechanisms described here as “psychological factors of cultural

attraction” are described as content biases (Richerson & Boyd, 2005) and play a role in cultural selection. For

example, given human memory mechanisms, some versions of a folktale are easier to remember than others.
From a selectionist viewpoint, these mechanisms may bias new tellers of a tale towards selecting the more
memorable version they have heard as a model to copy, thereby contributing to its cultural success. From an
attractionist viewpoint, on the other hand, typical tellers of a tale are biased in constructing their own version
by memory mechanisms, causing versions of the tale to cluster around an optimally memorable “canonical”
form. Clearly, memory mechanisms may play a causal role both in tellers’ decision to choose one version of a
tale as a model and in the construction of their own version. In other words, both cultural selection and cultural

attraction processes may well have a role to play in cultural evolution.

Still, the selection and attraction approaches make distinct and testable predictions regarding interindividual

processes of transmission and population-level processes of diffusion (Acerbi et al., 2021; Claidiere & Sperber,_

2007). It is therefore possible to distinguish the relative role of selection and attraction in the evolution of a
variety of specific cultural phenomena. Arguably, the selection and attraction approaches might be unified by
treating faithful transmission as a limiting case of attraction in which transformations away from an attractor
are too rare to compromise the stability of the trait but still make new variants available for selection (as do

mutations in genetic evolution).
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Broader connections

According to cultural attraction theory, cultural transmission is not only a preservative but also a constructive
process involving a wide variety of psychological and ecological mechanisms. Most of the psychological
mechanisms involved do not have as their primary function the transmission of information let alone the
stabilization of culture. Cultural attraction theory suggests that cognitive psychology and cultural anthropology
are mutually relevant as sources of hypotheses and evidence: many hypotheses about cognitive mechanisms
imply testable predictions about population-level cultural phenomena and vice versa. Because cultural causal
chains involve processes and mechanisms at work not only inside individuals but also in their common
environment, this mutual relevance of psychology and anthropology should be particularly manifest in the

study of embodied, extended, and distributed cognition.

Further reading
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