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BRICOLAGE AND THE CONSTRUCTION OF
CULTURAL SOFTWARE

I have compared cultural software to a toolmaking tool. Yet to grasp the
full meaning of this comparison we must understand the word #o0/ in its broad-
est possible sense. The tools of understanding that I call cultural software are
different from hammers and nails. Hammers and nails are made by human
beings but are physically separate from them. I can pick up a hammer or put
it down. I can carry it with me or leave it at home. Not so with the tools of
understanding. The tools of understanding work by becoming part of my ap-
paratus of understanding, which is to say they work by becoming part of me.
Cultural software is not just something that we use to understand and evaluate
the world; it is also part of us. Indeed, human beings do not become persons
until they enter into culture and become imbued with some form of cultural
software. To exist as a person is to exist as a person who has cultural software,
who s, in part, her cultural software.!

There is an old anthropological view of humanity as homo faber, Man the
Toolmaker. It argues that human beings are distinctive because they fashion
tools for their own use. Its paradigmatic conception of human activity is tech-
nical, and its paradigmatic vision of human reasoning is instrumental. This
conception is too narrow to provide a just account of the human condition.?
It focuses on the acquisition of technical skills rather than on the social skills
that are central to our existence as cultural beings. Yet the limitations of the
homo faber thesis stem not so much from its view that human beings fashion
tools but from its limited conception of what tools are. And for many people
the idea of tools does not go much beyond this narrow conception. Because
the metaphor of the tool is central to my argument, it is important to attack
this conception and show its limitations.

23
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What Is a Cultural Tool2

The narrow conception of tools that I find objectionable rests upon four
implicit assumptions which at first seem almost definitional: First, a tool is a
material object that is physically separable from the person who wields it. It
can be taken up or discarded at will. Second, a tool is designed for a particular
purpose and has a specific function. Third, the tool’s use is purely instru-
mental—to further a preexisting end specified by its user. A tool is, quite lit-
erally, an instrument, and hence a pure adjunct of instrumental rationality.
Fourth, using a tool involves a purely technical skill.

At first, these four assumptions seem perfectly natural and even necessary,
especially if our paradigmatic examples of tools are hammers, knives, and clay
pots. Yet hammers, knives, and pots were not the only tools that humankind
developed. People also developed language and other social skills. Once we
recognize language as the quintessential cultural tool, each of the previous four
assumptions must be jettisoned. First, our linguistic abilities cannot be sepa-
rated from us. They are part of who we are. Second, these abilities are not
designed for any one purpose. We use language for any number of purposes.
Indeed, we use language to formulate new purposes for which language will
subsequently be used. Third, our use of language is not purely instrumental;
we use language to express our values and interact with others. Finally, our use
of language is not a purely technical skill; it is the social skill par excellence.

The tools of understanding that I am primarily interested in fall into this
latter category. They are internal to and inseparable from human existence.
They prominently include social as well as technical skills. They are not nec-
essarily designed for a single purpose but have multiple purposes and are often
the source of new purposes. They are not simply means to an end but the
means of developing and articulating our ends.

In fact, once we recognize language, and not the clay pot, as the paradig-
matic cultural tool, we begin to realize that even material objects like hammers
and pots do not fit the limited conception of tools that I have associated with
homo faber. Material tools do not have to be designed for or serve a single
purpose, for example. Lévi-Strauss pointed out that much human activity is
like the work of a bricoleur, or odd-job man, who takes whatever implements
lie to hand and uses them for new and unintended purposes.

Second, even if material objects are separable from our physical self, they
can be important and constitutive parts of our social self. Hegel pointed out
that our social identity is strongly linked to our possessions, the ways we use
them, and the opportunities they make available to us. As King Lear discovered,
to abandon one’s property is simultaneously to radically change one’s social
relationships. The person who surrenders her glasses, her telephone, her car,
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and her computer changes not only her instrumental abilities but also her social
life. The destitute and the homeless may lack certain instrumentalities, but the
losses they feel are not purely instrumental ones.

Third, people use their intelligence to create tools, but these tools simul-
taneously endow their users with new kinds of intelligence, because they allow
users to experience and interact with the world in new ways.> The tool changes
the horizons of our imagination, opens up new perspectives, and makes new
kinds of considerations possible. The tool does not simply change our ability
to experience the world; it also changes the world we experience.

Tools change our imaginative horizons because the world now appears as
a possible object of manipulation in new ways. Yet tools also change our per-
spectives because they help create a world centered around their use and the
products of their use. Tools like computers, looms, and printing presses also
give rise to new concepts, new skills, and new concerns. They not only make
it possible to analyze the world in new ways, but they also become objects in
the world around which new social skills, social institutions, and artistic prac-
tices can be organized. Thus the development of the hammer makes possible
the development of skills involving a hammer, like forging iron. The invention
of the automobile gives rise to the possibility of magazines, clubs, and in-
stitutions organized around the manufacture, racing, display, and general ad-
miration of cars. The development of musical instruments gives rise to the
possibility of organizations like symphony orchestras, professions like con-
ducting, and eventually, to the rise of a music industry, schools of performance,
and the practice of music criticism. Computers make possible computer-
assisted graphics and design, electronic churches and chatlines, and books like
this one, whose central metaphor compares cultural know-how to computer
software.

Finally, tools are not always mere adjuncts of instrumental rationality. They
are used in many different ways. In particular, I want to distinguish three dif-
ferent uses of cultural tools. The first is to get about the world, to understand
and make use of it. The second is to interact with other people, and the third
is to express and articulate human values.

In practice these purposes surely overlap. I distinguish them analytically
because I want to contest the natural association of tools and toolmaking with
the first purpose, and in particular, with instrumental rationality. The slide
from instrument to instrumental is easy to make; too often we think of tools
solely as a way of exploring and mastering the natural world. This mastery can
be either material or intellectual—it may occur either through controlling and
shaping nature or through understanding it. Nevertheless, if this were the only
point of toolmaking, the conception of culture as a set of tools, and the con-
ception of humankind as a toolmaker and tool user, would be significantly
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impoverished. Human culture would be thoroughly instrumental, nothing
more than a means by which human beings master their environment. Such a
conception of culture would fail to recognize the existence of other human
beings; or, in the alternative, it would view them as just another set of objects
to be controlled, governed, studied, and mastered. Similarly, the concept of
reason developed through culture would be reduced to instrumental rationality.
People would not be able to reason about values or ends but only about means.

We may justly criticize a culture to the extent to which it is primarily or
excessively concerned with instrumental rationality at the expense of other
forms of reason. Such a view forms the basis of Horkheimer and Adorno’s
critique of the Enlightenment.* Nevertheless, we should not confuse this crit-
icism with a criticism of the metaphor of toolmaking or with the conception
of human beings as toolmakers. That criticism is valid only if toolmaking really
has no other purpose than the mastery of objects. The tendency to think that
this is so may itself be a symptom of living in a culture that has placed too
high an emphasis on instrumental concerns and instrumental rationality.

A second and quite different purpose for making and using cultural tools
specifically concerns our relationships with others. Culture and cultural tools
enable us to treat other individuals as persons and to negotiate (and struggle
over) shared meanings with them. Language is perhaps the best example of this
sort of tool. This use of cultural tools presupposes the existence of other minds
that are recognized as others, rather than merely as objects of control. The
ideas of negotiation and struggle require other thinking beings with whom to
cooperate or contend. This recognition is as true of cooperative ventures as it
is of competition and even war. We have a relationship with an enemy, because
an enemy is another person against whom one struggles, rather than merely
an object or a force to be mastered or dominated.” Thus all forms of human
conflict, including war, have both instrumental and intersubjective features.

An important feature of cultural toolmaking, then, is to share with, nego-
tiate with, and struggle with others as others. We use cultural tools to com-
municate with others, play with others, care for others, work with others, and
fight with others. Much of our technology involves devices for interpersonal
interaction, cooperation, and struggle; examples include telephones, baseball
gloves, bedpans, mascara, and machine guns. The very word discourse that has
emerged as a substitute for the concept of ideology implies an intersubjective
connection between ourselves and others. Discourse comes from Latin words
meaning to run back and forth. It implies a bidirectional movement between
parties rather than a unidirectional control of an object by an intelligence. In
the same way, conversation comes from a Latin word meaning to turn around—
also implying a notion of reciprocity.

There is some irony, therefore, in Michel Foucault’s adoption of discours
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to explain cultural power. He writes, for example, of the emergence of “a
discourse in which the sexual conduct of the population was taken both as an
object of analysis and as a target of intervention.”® Here discourse becomes a
technology of governance over a population, a way of normalizing, shaping,
and controlling people’s behavior. Often Foucault even speaks of individuals
in terms of bodies that must be directed and controlled through discourse as
well as technology. Thus, for Foucault, discours often has a strongly instrumen-
tal flavor, although it is by no means clear in his writings who, if anyone, is
wielding the instrument.

The normative bite of Foucault’s analysis of discourse stems precisely from
the way in which discourse controls people and their bodies, objectifies them,
and denies their freedom—in other words, precisely from the ways in which
discourse is false to the idea of communicative reciprocity. On the other hand,
sometimes Foucault seems to speak as if it were appropriate to analyze selves
as merely the products of discourse, and the objects of control by discourse (as
well as technology). This subverts the normative uptake of his analysis. I argue
instead that to the extent that culture merely makes people into objects of
control, it can justly be criticized for transforming all cultural tools into in-
strumental tools and all persons into objects of control or governance. Indeed,
as I shall argue more fully in Chapter 12, if culture is not understood in terms
of its intersubjective aspects, it is difficult to account for struggle and resistance,
because individuals become simply the intersections of larger forces of dis-
course and technologies of bodily control as opposed to situated agents who
employ cultural tools in their struggles.

Nevertheless, it is important to recognize that the intersubjective aspect of
culture, like the instrumental, is by no means uniformly benign. If language is
a tool used to cooperate with others, it is also one of many tools that human
beings use to struggle with and dominate others. Our distinction between the
instrumental and the intersubjective aspects of culture is not a distinction be-
tween the harmful and the beneficial uses of culture; within each perspective
the tools of culture can be employed for good or for ill.

Cultural Software and the Articulation of Values

A third use of culture and the tools of culture is the articulation and expression
of human values. Human beings have values, and these values are one of the
most important features of human life. Or more correctly, human beings value,
for we should think of value primarily as a verb, not a noun. Values are not so
much what people have as what they do and feel. Human beings possess an
inexhaustible drive to evaluate, to pronounce what is good and bad, beautiful
and ugly, advantageous and disadvantageous. Without culture, human values
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are inchoate and indeterminate; through culture they become differentiated,
articulated, and refined.

Consider the example of music. Before culture there are no electric guitars,
violins, or orchestras. There is no art of orchestration, no sonata-allegro form,
no idea of jazz or the blues. There is only the human delight in producing and
listening to interesting and beautiful sounds. Throughout human history peo-
ple develop different ways of making and organizing sounds, which they test
against their developing sense of beauty and interest. Their sense of the beau-
tiful and the interesting in turn is developed through exposure to and use of
the cultural tools available to them within their culture. So a person who lives
in Austria in Mozart’s time has a certain sense of taste about what is delightful
and interesting in music. Her values are articulated in a certain way, although
in another culture and another time they might be articulated differently.

The word articulate comes from the Latin articulus, meaning organized in
joints or joined. It carries the double meaning of dividing something up into
distinct parts (hence a person is articulate who can make distinct sounds) and
joining parts together (for example, the articles of a larger document, like the
Articles of Confederation, an early form of government for the United States).
Thus articulation involves both distinction and construction; it consists in both
the refinement of old values and the creation of new values from old ones.

Both refinement and construction are involved in the cultural articulation
of musical tastes. People develop their tastes by becoming able to make dis-
tinctions between different pieces of music or different performances of music.
If we have never heard jazz before, we may have only a vague idea of what we
like and dislike. We may not be able to distinguish Coleman Hawkins from
John Coltrane, or Thelonious Monk from McCoy Tyner; in addition, our sense
of what is enjoyable and what is tedious may be limited or inchoate. After we
hear more jazz, two things may happen. First, we become accustomed to jazz
and we may come to enjoy compositions we would not have previously enjoyed.
Second, we become increasingly able to distinguish between different perform-
ances of jazz and can express our judgments with greater distinction and re-
finement. The notion of refinement involves both the alteration of our tastes
through exposure and familiarity (like the development of a taste for wine) and
the ability to recognize distinctions in what previously seemed an undifferen-
tiated whole. Hence we say that a person’s taste is refined precisely when she
is able to make distinctions, separating out the better from the worse.

Yet cultural articulation also involves construction. Culture does not merely
enable us to make increasingly finer distinctions; it also enables us to create
new possibilities for musical enjoyment and musical evaluation by creating new
types of instruments, new forms of musical expression, and new musical com-
positions. These cultural constructions are passed on and modified from gen-
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eration to generation. They become part of our developing sense of musical
taste and enable us in turn to make new evaluative distinctions, distinctions
that were not previously possible because they partly presuppose cultural con-
structions that had not yet come into being. In this way culture continually
creates new tools for musical evaluation and expression.

Like our aesthetic sense, our ethical sense is also articulated through cul-
ture, though the terms of this articulation are by no means identical in all
respects. Broadly construed, our ethical sense concerns how we should live our
lives, as well as the evaluation of what is praiseworthy and what is deserving of
scorn. An example of this articulation is the historical proliferation of virtues
and vices. By this I do not mean that people become more virtuous or wicked
by living in culture. I mean that through culture we come to divide up simpler
notions like good and bad into a kaleidoscope of varieties and modes of virtue
and vice. Through culture we come to understand many different varieties
of good human character and activity, including wisdom, mercy, friendliness,
loyalty, courage, and justice. At the same time, we come to recognize and
distinguish many different bad aspects, including snobbishness, hostility, indif-
ference, sloppiness, conceitedness, avarice, and aggressiveness.

Just as there is a proliferation of evaluations of human character and moral
activity, there is a proliferation of good and bad human qualities that are not
virtues or vices (for example, being impoverished or honored), good and bad
features of human institutions, and good or bad features of inanimate objects.
Indeed, a large part of human language is devoted to evaluative concepts that
articulate, refine, and subdivide the inchoate ideas of the good and the bad.
Through culture people articulate their evaluative sense into different concep-
tions like good and evil, pious and impious, advantageous and disadvantageous,
fortunate and unfortunate, healthy and unhealthy, beautiful and ugly, sublime
and mundane, noble and base. These categories, in turn, are further divided,
constructed, refined, reconceptualized, and replaced. Hence, from more simple,
indeterminate, and inchoate human values culture constructs a complex, rich,
and detailed language of human evaluation.

Like the articulation of musical tastes, the articulation of human virtues and
vices occurs within a cultural and historical context and hence develops and
changes with that context. Compare, for example, the treatment of artificiality
and naturalness between the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. In the Age
of Reason, artificiality is a virtue; it illustrates the application of human intel-
ligence to a situation. In the Romantic age, artificiality is viewed as a vice, and
naturalness, lack of pretension, and spontaneity (all identified in one way or
another with authenticity) are exalted as virtues. In this way each age and cul-
ture articulates various features of the human condition that are worthy of
praise or blame.
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By this example I do not mean to suggest that every act or every trait that
is virtuous in one era or place will necessarily be viewed as harmful or wicked
in another, or that there is no common ground between cultures and times.
Rather, differences in associations may occur because a culture places a differ-
ent emphasis on traits and behaviors, in part because of the history and cultural
context bequeathed to them.

Moreover, because evaluative terms are articulated through cultural devel-
opment, some evaluative concepts come into being or gain greater importance
at certain points in history, while others become less important, are largely
forgotten, or even fade away. Thus the idea of being neurotic, obsessive, or
compulsive is largely a concern of our own time, while speaking of people as
being temperate or intemperate is a less common way of thinking about and
evaluating them, though it was quite important in an earlier age.’

As in the case of our aesthetic sense, the articulation of our ethical sense
involves not only distinction but also construction. Some virtues and vices are
internal to particular practices that arise only at particular points in human
history. Thus one cannot have the vice of being a promise breaker until there
is a practice of promising; one cannot have the virtue of being creditworthy
until there are financial institutions that bestow credit.

Culture also enables human beings to express their values through construc-
tion and exemplification in concrete institutions, practices, and behaviors. Take,
for example, the value of justice. This value is inchoate and indeterminate. In
order to give meaning to it in our lives, we must exemplify it in institutions,
rules, or a system of law. Not only is this construction necessary to achieve
justice, it also provides us with necessary tools and examples for further rea-
soning about what is just and unjust. The importance of concrete exemplifi-
cation to theoretical development is likely to be overlooked. In the Republic and
the Laws, Plato tried to define justice. But he discovered that in order to explain
his vision, he had to construct an imaginary state, complete with institutions,
social classes, occupations, offices, and regulations. The same is true in the
world outside philosophical speculation. We concretize our indeterminate value
of justice by creating human institutions and practices that attempt to enforce
it and exemplify it, even (and especially) if we recognize that all of these insti-
tutions are imperfectly just. Of course, because justice is an indeterminate stan-
dard, there is no necessary way to exemplify it. The value of justice does not
tell us, for example, whether a democratic legislature should have one, two, or
three houses. Hence the institutions that people construct to exemplify justice
may be different in different eras and different lands.?

It follows from the same line of reasoning that human beings can also
generate ever new examples of injustice and oppression through their cultural
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constructions. In different times and places, human beings find new ways to
work evils on their fellow creatures, and to create monuments to brutality and
repulsiveness. Thus, when I say that culture allows us to refine and articulate
our values, I do not mean that culture necessarily makes us better people or
leads unequivocally to what is good. Moreover, when I say that people use
culture to exemplify their values through constructing practices and institu-
tions, I do not mean that whatever standards a culture produces define what is
good and bad, or that it is not possible to criticize a culture for producing
wicked practices or unjust institutions. I endorse neither a claim of progressive
betterment through culture nor a claim of pervasive moral relativism. Rather,
I am arguing that people use culture as a kind of tool to express their values
and to put flesh on the bones of their inchoate urges by constructing concrete
examples of what they value. Of course, like all tools, these cultural tools can
be used well or ill, skillfully or awkwardly, and what they generate can be well
or ill produced. If we think that culture can develop or refine our tastes, we
must concede that it may also debauch or coarsen them.

Bricolage and the Creation of Cultural Software

Cultural software consists of collectively created tools that constitute us as
persons and that we use to make new tools for understanding the world around
us, interacting with others, and expressing our values. Yet one cannot make
something out of nothing. The tools that we create must be constructed out
of those we already possess. We must make all our new cultural tools out of
our old ones: this is as true of our cultural software as it is of our technology
and our institutions.

The history of thought is the history of the cumulative marshaling of ex-
isting capacities to form new ones, the use of older cultural software to create
newer “idea-programs.” This process of cumulative construction of new con-
ceptual tools out of old ones resembles Claude Lévi-Strauss’s notion of brico-
lage. Lévi-Strauss argued that human thought operates like the bricoleur, or
odd-job person, who fixes a leak or other problem with whatever tools lie to
hand.® My use of bricolage differs in an important way. An odd-job person
repairs leaky faucets and roofs that remain with the customer after the repair-
man moves on; the bricoleur repairs them with tools that are distinct from the
roof and the leaky faucet. In my conception of bricolage, what the bricoleur
creates in her jerry-built fashion she keeps with her to use in the next job, and
the next. The products of earlier bricolage become the new forms and methods
of later bricolage.

The claim that culture, and in particular cultural software, is the result of
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bricolage entails four basic notions. Cultural bricolage (1) is cumulative, (2)
involves unintended uses, (3) is economical or recursive, and (4) has unintended
consequences. Let us consider each of these features in turn.

First, cultural bricolage is cumulative. The tools of understanding that one
can create at a particular time depend largely on the available materials that lie
to hand. The complexity and performance of a tool are necessarily limited by
the nature of the tools available to construct it. Consider the examples of a
spacecraft and a mutual fund. A spacecraft requires the development of so-
phisticated forms of metallurgy, the production of powerful chemical fuels, and
the construction of elaborate electronic systems for computation and com-
munication. The construction of the Apollo spacecraft that traveled to the
moon in 1969 was not just the result of a huge investment in engineering skill
during the 1960s but also depended on centuries of innovation that made the
final stages of technological development possible.

A mutual fund is a device for lowering the risk of investing in bonds, se-
curities, and other financial instruments. Yet in order to create such a fund,
elaborate financial institutions already have to be in place, which, in turn, could
only be developed after the creation of previous financial institutions. The
capitalist “free market” involves much more than simply allowing people to
buy and sell commodities, as the reformers in Eastern Europe discovered soon
after the fall of communism in 1989. It requires elaborate institutional mech-
anisms for amassing and distributing capital, spreading financial risk, and de-
veloping new instruments for capital investment, institutions that required
centuries of experimentation and development.

Just as human beings engage in cumulative development of technology and
institutions, they engage in cumulative development of their cultural software.
Through this development increasingly rich and varied modes of thought be-
come available to human beings. Conversely, the ability of human beings to
articulate new ways of thinking depends upon the cultural inheritance be-
queathed to them and upon the tools of understanding available at a particular
point in their history. This development is often nonlinear and unpredictable;
developments in one area of culture may hold the key to changes in a com-
pletely unrelated area. Cultural development is the unanticipated use of the
unexpected, passing under the name of rational progress.

A second feature of cultural bricolage results from the first. Because the
bricoleur uses whatever tools lie to hand, she does not necessarily employ tools
for their original purpose. She may employ a screwdriver as a makeshift ham-
mer, or use a bucket as a doorstop. Thus, central to the concept of bricolage
is the possibility of unintended use. By this I do not mean that tools are not
used intentionally by agents but rather that they are put to purposes for which
they were not originally intended. Like other tools, human institutions may
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also be adapted to new purposes originally unintended. The organization of
the family, for example, can be employed by analogy to organize a religious
movement, and the features of religious organizations may be adapted to po-
litical or social organization. Democratic political concepts, in turn, can be
grafted onto the structures of religious organizations. The mechanism of a
market can be applied in countless ways. In this fashion human institutions
solve problems of organization, reproduction, and stabilization by adopting and
adapting features of other social structures that their members are familiar with.
In this way new forms of human sociability are constructed out of older ones.

Cultural software is also the product of unintended usage of previous con-
cepts. People use familiar concepts in order to describe the world and construct
new concepts. Wittgenstein explained the nature of language and thought, for
example, by comparing it to a game. Once this is done the notion of a “lan-
guage game” takes on a meaning of its own and can be used metaphorically or
analogically by later thinkers.'® This book is itself an exercise in conceptual
bricolage, for it borrows from several disciplines in order to construct its ar-
gument.

Many examples of previous conceptual bricolage can be discovered through
the study of etymology. For example, I noted earlier that the word articulate
comes from the Latin articulus, meaning joined or jointed. If we pursue this
etymology further, we discover that articulus and ars (art) have a common an-
cestor. The concept of art may originally have developed from the idea of
joining or assembling something. Both of these words, in turn, probably share
a common ancestry with the English word arm. Indeed, it is possible that
articulus and ars are metaphorical extensions of an ancient word for arm. The
arm is the most obvious example of something that is joined to the body and
that itself contains joints. In this way words that are used for one purpose are
extended to serve new purposes. Thus from a7s we get artist, artisan, artful, and
artless, and from articulus we get not only articulate (to divide sounds, hence
having the ability to do so, hence eloquent) and article (a division of words,
hence both a grammatical form and a type of writing) but also arthritis (a
condition of the joints). Human language often develops new concepts by meta-
phorical, metonymic, or analogical extensions of older concepts; these concepts,
in turn, may be employed to develop still newer ones that bear only the re-
motest relationship to their ancestors.!! In this manner language moves from
the concept of an arm to the idea of eloquence.

A third feature of cultural bricolage is its economy: a relatively small num-
ber of tools are used in many different situations to do a comparatively large
number of jobs. The social theorist Pierre Bourdieu has used the expression
“economy of logic” to describe this phenomenon.'? Bourdieu points out that
cultures can use a relatively small set of conceptual oppositions repeatedly to
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generate increasingly complex sets of cultural meanings. Gender is a good ex-
ample of this process. In many cultures, including our own, the concepts of
male and female are assigned not only to human bodies but to many types of
concepts and objects. First, there are familiar associations regarding men and
women. In our culture, for example, there are stereotypes involving colors (blue
and pink), tools (hammers and brooms), food (steaks and salads), and literature
(adventure and romance). Second, in various cultures, objects and concepts may
be called male or female—for example, Father Time and Mother Nature.
Inanimate objects may be labeled male or female because of analogical com-
parisons to male or female anatomy (male or female phone jacks) or to stere-
otypical “male” or “female” traits under patriarchal ideology (the moon as the
lesser light, the reflection of the sun). Third, and most important, gender cat-
egories may be assigned simply for purposes of conceptual bookkeeping and
division. Examples are languages that divide all nouns into male, female, or
neutral genders. Grammatical assignments of gender are a good example of the
cumulative nature of bricolage, for often these assignments have only a very
indirect relationship to historical male and female stereotypes. More often they
have none at all; it is simply necessary as a matter of linguistic convention that
everything be assigned a gender. In this way the grammatical use of the term
gender comes to have an entirely new meaning.

The cumulative use of gender categories in diverse situations for a vast
variety of purposes thus results in ubiquitous male and female encodings in
language, thought, and practice.”® Yet this is not the result of deliberate design.
It is rather the result of the repetitive use of simple tools to fashion newer
tools, all of which bear the marks of the previous tools used to make them,
and each of which transmits this marking to the tools that it in turn is used to
make. Conceptual bricolage is a repetitive and recursive semiosis or meaning
making. It is repetitive because it is used in many different contexts and for
many different purposes; it is recursive because it is applied to results of pre-
vious conceptual bricolage. Because conceptual bricolage is repetitive and re-
cursive, there is an important connection between the economy of bricolage
and the phenomenon of unintended usage. The conceptual bricoleur uses con-
cepts, distinctions, and frameworks repeatedly in new situations; this virtually
guarantees that these concepts, distinctions, and frameworks will be employed
in contexts and for purposes for which they were not originally designed.

A fourth feature of bricolage results from the previous three features. The
bricoleur’s economical and cumulative use of tools in unintended ways can and
often does lead to unexpected and unintended consequences both for good and
for ill. This is perhaps the single most important idea in the philosophy of
culture—the unexpected consequences of human thought and action. It rightly
plays a central role in many philosophies of history and culture. Vico’s idea of
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Providence, Kant’s conception of Nature in the history of human development,
Hegel’s notion of the “cunning of history,” and Marx’s claim that men make
history, but not as they intend it, all exemplify this insight. The concept of
cultural bricolage is yet another way of approaching this difficult but funda-
mental idea in the philosophy of culture.

The unintended effects of cultural bricolage can be both positive and neg-
ative. In fact, they tend to be both positive and negative at the same time. They
have simultaneous unexpected and unplanned benefits and disadvantages. We
can better understand this phenomenon through an analogy to another form
of development, biological evolution.

Cultural Bricolage as a Form of Evolution

The idea that cultures evolve is, if anything, older than the idea that species
evolve.'* The rise of Darwinian theory made it natural to see possible analogies
between cultural and biological evolution, and various attempts have been made
to do so from Darwin’s time to the present day. Such analogies, however, can
be misleading unless one notes the grounds of difference as well as similarity.
We might begin by distinguishing between Darwinian and Lamarckian theories
of evolution. Lamarckian evolution argues that organisms survive by adapting
to their environment and passing on their acquired characteristics to their off-
spring; Darwinian evolution argues that organisms that have relatively adaptive
characteristics are more likely to survive and pass their genes on to their off-
spring. A Lamarckian would argue that giraffes’ necks became long because
giraffes kept stretching them in order to reach high leaves on trees; a Darwinian
would argue that giraffes with long necks were better able to survive in times
of limited food supplies. In Lamarckian evolution, variation occurs as a re-
sponse to the environment; in Darwinian evolution, variation is random and
the environment weeds out the comparatively maladapted.'’

Biological evolution appears to be Darwinian, employing natural selection
as its central mechanism.!¢ Cultural evolution, however, seems to be both Dar-
winian and Lamarckian.!” Cultural evolution does not proceed merely through
recalcitrant experience choosing among various cultures and acculturated in-
dividuals. Members of a culture can to some degree self-consciously understand
the problems facing them, change aspects of their culture to face new chal-
lenges, and pass these changes in cultural software, institutions, and technology
to succeeding generations.

This description of cultural evolution is not, strictly speaking, Lamarckian.
Unlike the giraffes in Lamarck’s theory, human beings do not pass on their
acquired cultural innovations through their genetic materials; they pass them
on though social learning. To say that cultural evolution is Lamarckian, we
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must make two important additional assumptions. First, we must regard human
beings as combinations of both their genes and their cultural know-how. Sec-
ond, we must regard social learning as a form of nongenetic inheritance. If we
make these two assumptions, cultural evolution becomes the evolution of cul-
tural know-how transmitted through culture-carrying creatures. These crea-
tures evolve because the cultural component of their being varies and develops
over time.

Because cultural evolution involves cumulative social learning, it can pro-
ceed much more quickly than biological evolution.'® Biological evolution has
taken hundreds of millions of years to produce intelligent life on this planet,
while cultural evolution has taken thousands of years to bring human abilities
to their present levels.

The conception of culture as a set of toolmaking tools is Lamarckian in
the sense that cultural know-how can become part of people and can be passed
along to succeeding generations through social learning. Nevertheless, an ev-
olutionary theory of culture, whether Lamarckian or Darwinian, faces a sig-
nificant problem. Both types of theories assume that evolution is produced by
differential rates of survival for entities in a given environment. If cultural
evolution is a kind of human evolutionary process, individuals or groups of
individuals that adopt certain innovations would tend to have greater chances
of survival in a particular environment than those that do not."” But it is dif-
ficult to explain many aspects of cultural change in terms of their increased
survival value for particular human beings or for the human species generally.
Although some forms of cultural development do benefit human beings by
increasing their chances for survival (for example, the development of medical
science), many others do not. There is no reason to think that the proliferation
of different guitar and violin designs, for example, or the successive fashions
and styles of popular music or dress significantly assist the survival of the hu-
man species.

I wish to make two basic claims about the relation between conceptual
bricolage and theories of evolution. First, for the reasons just stated, the process
of conceptual bricolage is not, like biological evolution, a form of natural se-
lection of human traits. The content of human cultural software is not driven
by differential rates of human survival in the same way as human genes. Nev-
ertheless, I shall argue in this chapter that there are many important analogies
between the historical process of conceptual bricolage by human beings and
the biological evolution of organisms, and these comparisons shed considerable
light on the nature of cultural software. In drawing these analogies I am work-
ing in the opposite direction from a famous paper on evolutionary biology by
Stephen Jay Gould and Richard C. Lewontin.?* They used examples of cultural
bricolage to elucidate the mechanisms of biological evolution. Gould and Le-
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wontin harbored no illusions that the processes of cultural and biological de-
velopment were identical; but they also understood that these differences did
not foreclose important points of comparison.

My second major claim about culture and evolutionary theory is the subject
of Chapters 3 and 4. Although the growth of cultural software is not a form
of natural selection of human beings, it is a form of evolution. There is a
genuine Darwinian process involved in its development. However, this process
is not primarily concerned with human survival, and the unit of selection is
not human genes, human beings, or groups of human beings. Instead, the unit
of selection is cultural software itself, and the “environment” in which it com-
petes, survives, and propagates is the human mind.

Analogies Between Cultural Bricolage and Biological Evolution

As T have argued, one of the most important features of conceptual bricolage
is its connection to the unintended consequences of human thought and action.
We can draw several analogies between the evolutionary development of or-
ganisms and the many important and powerful features of human culture that
are not the product of conscious planning.

First, let us consider the question of unexpected advantages. We might
begin with a distinction between designed and designoid objects.?! Designed
objects are the result of conscious shaping and planning by some intelligence;
designoid objects are objects that appear to be designed but are actually the
unintended or nonintentional consequences of causal forces. An example of a
designoid object would be the symmetrical pattern of a crystal, or the distri-
bution of iron filings when they come into contact with a magnetic field. Dar-
winian evolution assumes that all living organisms are designoid. The human
eye operates and functions as if it were designed; indeed, it operates better than
any device created by human engineering. However, Darwinian evolution holds
that this is the result of natural selection and other evolutionary forces as op-
posed to conscious planning.*?

Although much of human culture is the product of conscious design, many
other aspects of culture can be described as designoid. For example, consider
a market. A market sets prices for commodities, takes orders for production,
and distributes goods and services. All of these tasks might be deliberately
planned and performed under a command economy. But a market achieves
them without the conscious design of any individual or set of individuals. Thus
a market, although making use of the plans and intentions of individual agents,
produces a system of production and distribution that is not designed but de-
signoid. Indeed, advocates of laissez-faire argue that a designoid market per-
forms better than a consciously designed command economy.
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Just as environmental features work like a refiner’s fire to produce mag-
nificent structures that would be the envy of any designer, the cumulative
development of culture through bricolage can have unexpected benefits. Nev-
ertheless, this presents an overly one-sided view of biological evolution. Not
all features of organisms, even those of very successful organisms, are perfectly
arranged. Nor is every feature of an organism maximally adaptive for its present
environment. Indeed, if this were the case, it would cast serious doubt on the
Darwinian theory of evolution, or, for that matter, any sort of evolutionary
explanation. To the contrary, the best evidence of evolutionary forces is that
certain features of organisms are imperfect and poorly crafted.?* These imper-
fections provide us with another analogy to the process of cultural bricolage.

The evolutionary theorist Stephen Jay Gould offers the giant panda as an
example of evolutionary bricolage. The panda has a bone extending from its
wrist that acts as a primitive and clumsy opposable thumb; this thumb enables
it to eat its staple diet of bamboo. Compared with the human thumb, the
panda’s is awkward and poorly designed. This awkwardness, though, is evidence
of evolutionary development. The herbivorous panda evolved from carnivores
that used their digits for clawing, not grasping. The previous evolutionary de-
velopment of carnivores foreclosed the development of a digit into a thumb;
instead, a “thumb” developed as an extension of the wrist bone.”*

The panda’s thumb exemplifies several important features of evolutionary
explanation. Evolution makes do with the materials it is handed. What it has
to work with depends upon the evolutionary problems of the past and previous
responses to them. As a result, an evolutionary mechanism cannot always em-
ploy the solution that would be best if an organism were to be designed from
scratch. Rather, the very awkwardness or imperfection of a solution to envi-
ronmental pressures is evidence of the historical nature of evolutionary pro-
duction. Organisms carry their history with them, so to speak, and this history
shapes and directs the possible accommodations that an organism can make for
the future.”

In the same way, cultural bricolage must construct new tools of understand-
ing out of previous ones. This shapes and constrains the way new tools are
constructed. Tools are crafted to deal with the problems of a particular time
and particular circumstances. They may work well enough for one set of cir-
cumstances but less well in new situations, and they may have unexpected ben-
efits in still others. Hence there are two different sides to cultural bricolage.
First, as contexts change, older tools turn out to have unexpected side effects
and even deficiencies. This is analogous to the carnivore’s claw that becomes
less useful when placed in the new context of a herbivore’s diet. Second, people
may modify or adapt existing tools for purposes quite different from their orig-
inal use in order to deal with new situations. This is analogous to the devel-
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opment of a wrist bone to create an opposable thumb. These modified tools,
in turn, will have unexpected side effects when they are placed into new con-
texts.

Central to the concept of cultural bricolage, then, are the simultaneous
degrees of constraint and freedom produced by historical development. Al-
though historical development always forecloses certain possibilities (in the
same way that the panda’s evolution from a carnivore foreclosed the develop-
ment of a thumb from a digit), at the same time it also creates new possibilities
for innovation (like the development of a thumb from a wrist bone). In the
same way, features of existing technology, institutions, and cultural software
are always potentially available for adaptation to new and unintended purposes.

Yet this freedom comes at a price. Cultural tools produced by bricolage
never work perfectly: when they do work it is usually only well enough for the
purpose at hand. This is as true for the predecessors of present-day cultural
tools as it will be for the future products of culture. Thus the development of
culture is not simply a falling away from a previous time when cultural tools
were perfectly adapted to the world. There is never a time when the products
of cultural bricolage lack a certain jerry-built character, when they do not have
unexpected side effects or the potential for such side effects. The history of the
development of culture is always the history of muddling through, with so many
unexpected turns and twists along the way that “the unexpected” threatens to
become the rule rather than the exception.

Existence in history produces the marks of history. Organisms produced by
evolution display the remnants of previous development, which may have little
relevance to the environmental problems they currently face. This accounts for
so-called vestigial organs like the human little toe or appendix; the continued
presence of these organs is evidence of previous evolutionary development.?®
Precisely because organisms do evolve, one cannot infer that because an or-
ganism currently has a certain feature, that feature is currently adaptive. Rather,
one can infer only that the feature was at some point relatively adaptive or
relatively advantageous (or was genetically linked to such a feature) given the
particular environment in which it developed, and that it does not create such
a great hindrance to the organism in its current environment as to have been
eliminated through natural selection.

Indeed, if organisms are truly the products of historical development, cur-
rent utility is neither a necessary nor a sufficient condition for an organism’s
possessing a given feature. Some existing features of an organism may have
developed for another purpose but have turned out later to bring unexpected
advantages to future generations. These instances of evolutionary bricolage are
called extapations.”” Gould points out, for example, that “feathers work beau-
tifully in flight, but the ancestors of birds must have developed them for an-
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other purpose—probably for thermoregulation—since a few feathers on the
arm of a small running reptile will not induce takeoff.”?® Indeed, a particular
feature may have served a series of different purposes, each leaving a mark on
its development. As a result, it becomes difficult to see how the feature could
have evolved directly to serve the function it now serves.”

Like organisms, cultural tools bear the marks of their own history—the
seams, inconsistencies, and imperfections that are evidence of bricolage.*® Like
certain features of organisms, the tools of understanding may lie dormant for
many years until they become useful for a new and unexpected purpose. I have
previously noted that the theory of cultural software is a theory of existence in
history; to exist in history is to consist in part of the cultural software developed
at a particular time. Here is another way of understanding the consequences
of this claim: cultures, and the people composed of cultural software who live
within them, also display the remnants of previous development, which are the
result of problems faced previously in the past but which may bear less rele-
vance today. We see this in the etymology of words and in traditional practices
and concepts that seem to have outlived their original use. Nevertheless, aspects
of culture can always be turned to new purposes in new situations. Features of
culture developed for other purposes can turn out to have unexpected uses.
New ideas can be developed out of older ones by metaphoric or metonymic
extension; new institutional matrices can be created out of old ones employed
in different situations and times. Through this process cultural tools come to
bear the marks of the previous purposes for which they have been employed.
Cultural bricolage wastes little, uses much, and multiplies its imperfect impro-
visations on imperfect cultural tools endlessly.

1 have identified the imperfections of bricolage with the application or mod-
ification of older tools in new and unexpected contexts. But the problem is
implicit in the very concept of a tool. No tool is perfectly adapted for all
situations and all tasks. All tools, even well-designed ones, involve trade-offs
that are integral to their design and performance.’' An automobile is very good
at traveling on land for the same reasons that it is wholly inadequate for trav-
eling on water. Although improvements in technology can produce an am-
phibious vehicle that travels equally well on land and water, features of its
design will make it inadequate for still other purposes, for example, travel by
air, production of food, or mathematical computation. Thus the usefulness of
tools is always tied to the context of their use.

Like biological evolution, cultural bricolage makes do with the available
tools of understanding to create new ones. It has features of both the designed
and the designoid. It is the work of human intelligence but has unexpected
consequences; to paraphrase Marx, people make culture, but not as they intend.
For this reason, human culture does not produce technologies, institutional



BRICOLAGE | 41

frameworks, or ways of thinking about a problem that would necessarily be
best if one could design them from scratch. Indeed, the cumulative nature of
historical development precludes this, for the tools necessary to engage in such
a design do not exist at every point in time, and whatever human beings can
create at any point in time is constrained by previous technology, institutions,
and cultural software already in place.

We may offer one final comparison between cultural bricolage and biolog-
ical evolution. Both are nonteleological theories of change, or are agnostic
about teleology. Species evolve in response to the conditions they face, the
features they currently possess, and the stock of genetically transmissible var-
iations available at a given time. There is more than one way for species to
meet a given environmental problem, and different species have solved similar
problems in different ways. Some paths eventually lead to a dead end because
of unforeseeable changes in environment, an insufficiently flexible set of mor-
phological features inherited from the past, or an unluckily limited set of var-
iations available at the time when a crisis of survival arises. Moreover, those
changes that do occur need not be the most adaptive or even the best from
some other normative standpoint. Rather, a change must, either by itself or in
combination with other traits with which it is linked, be sufficient to guarantee
the survival of the species in its present competition with other species and in
the context of the local environment. Biological development is thus cumula-
tive, but it is not necessarily a cumulative improvement. Darwinian theory is a
theory of evolution away from previous conditions rather than toward a par-
ticular goal. This picture does not assume that there is some goal of increasing
perfection toward which species strive; it does assume that the course of this
evolution is checked by recalcitrant experience in the world. Thus this sort of
evolution responds to the environment without being teleological.

By analogy we might argue that the development of cultural software is
also nonteleological; cultural change does not occur as the result of a conscious
plan by a unitary intelligence or the working out of an inherent natural ten-
dency in human beings. Although cultures (and the people in them) must be
responsive to recalcitrant experiences, although human beings are forward-
looking agents, and although certain lines of development are foreclosed by
past development, cultures need not develop in a foreordained way. Instead,
cultures and the people within them respond to the problems they face (prob-
lems that may involve much more than mere survival) based on the situation
they find before them, their existing cultural tools, and the available sources of
variation or innovation. Although cultures seem to evolve away from the past
(albeit at different rates), it is quite unclear what they are evolving toward. It
remains entirely possible that human beings will destroy themselves through
culture, or reach cultural dead ends and blind alleys of cultural development.
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