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Our ambitious reading group (started in 2017) will continue in 2019, with a new set of books and 

topics. In line with 2018 we will also look at individual scholars who have given us a new way of 

thinking about the world. Moreover, from now on, we will dedicate one month to reading the 

classics. For those who have not seen the 2017 and 2018 program, here is the motivation behind 

launching such an informal mammoth reading group (including the organizational details for this 

year): 

A reading group is an important part of the information exchange process, provoking essential 

dialogue designed to promote, exercise, and expand the powers of the mind. Usually, a reading 

group discusses (great) academic papers or a book chapter on a weekly basis, allocating 45-50-60 

minutes to each piece of work. This reading group is different!  The goal is to “Read for Honours” 

but without the examination... We will only meet once per month, namely on the last Friday of the 

month (except December), to unplug from day-to-day activities. We will meet for a period of 4 

hours (5-9PM, Z808). Why do we want to meet for four hours? There was a time when scholars 

sat for hours (sometimes daily…) in coffee houses to discuss problems (see, e.g., Stanislav Ulam’s 

experience as a student in Poland (Adventure of a Mathematician)). Ulam was surprised by what he 

experienced as a Harvard Junior Fellow: “I had my meals at Adams House, and the lunches there 

were particularly agreeable. We sat at a long table – young men and sometimes great professors; 

the conversations were very pleasant. But often, towards the end of a meal, one after the other 

would gulp his coffee and suddenly announce: “Excuse me, I’ve got to go to work!” Young as I 

was I could not understand why people wanted to show themselves to be such hard workers. I 

https://archive.org/stream/oxforduniversit00oxfogoog/oxforduniversit00oxfogoog_djvu.txt
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Stanislaw_Ulam
https://a2ua.com/mammoth/img-031.php?pic=/mammoth/mammoth-031.jpg
http://www.google.com.au/url?sa=i&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=images&cd=&cad=rja&uact=8&ved=0ahUKEwjv0pHwuovQAhVMv5QKHT5gBD8QjRwIBw&url=http://www.123rf.com/stock-photo/confusion_books.html&bvm=bv.137132246,d.dGo&psig=AFQjCNHUAu38ddvnlLK6kCine9zlqnu__A&ust=1478223750888238
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was surprised at this lack of self-assurance, even on the part of some famous scholars. Later I 

learned about the Puritan belief in hard work – or at least in appearing to be doing hard work. 

Students had to show that they were conscientious; the older professors did the same. This lack 

of self-confidence was strange to me, although it was less objectionable than the European 

arrogance. In Poland, people would also pretend and fabricate stories, but in the opposite sense. 

They might have been working frantically all night, but they pretended they never worked at all. 

This respect for work appeared to me as part of the Puritan emphasis on action versus thought, 

so different from the aristocratic traditions of Cambridge, England, for example” (pp. 87-88). 

The goals of this reading group are to provide not only a critical discussion of the content of the 

books but also to discuss open research questions, scientific puzzles, big picture questions, and 

perhaps even potential collaborative attempts. There are quite a large number of books listed per 

session. If you are keen to participate, just read what you can and what you are interested in: try to 

see the reading list as a potential roadmap (the reading group should not be a stressful experience…). 

Regular attendance would be great to keep developing a “common language” over time, but if you 

just show up for a particular topic that is okay too. If you need assistance in obtaining books, 

please note that Alice Tam Vuong (vuong.kiettam@hdr.qut.edu.au) will help to coordinate the 

lending/borrowing process (please cooperate to help that flow smoothly, as there are a large 

number of books). It would be wonderful to see students attending. As was the case last year, I 

will organize pizzas, drinks, fruits, and sweets. Thus, for each month please let Alice know whether 

you are going to attend. The selection (or perhaps better the elimination) process of the books is 

quite time consuming…It reminds me of Hugh Lofting (Doctor Dolittle’s Zoo): “What to leave out 

and what to put in? That’s the problem”.  We will start in April. It would be helpful if you would 

give us an idea what you are reading and whether you are interested in giving a short presentation, 

précis, or sharing your thoughts on a particular book. If you have further questions feel free to 

send me an email: benno.torgler@qut.edu.au. Thanks.  

  

mailto:benno.torgler@qut.edu.au
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April 26 

Recent Contributions: Part I  

Stephen Hawking (2018). Brief Answers to the Big Questions 

 

 

Hawking’s ashes were interred in the Nave of Westminster Abbey between the graves of Isaac 

Newton and Charles Darwin. The Very Reverend Dr John Hall, Dean of Westminster said in his 

Bidding: “We come to celebrate the life and achievements of Stephen Hawking in this holy place 

where God has been worshipped for over a thousand years and where kings and queens and the 

great men and women of our national history and international influence are memorialised. We 

shall bury his mortal remains with those of his fellow scientists”. In Brief Answers to the Big Questions 

Hawking wrote the following: When people ask me if a God created the universe, I tell them that the question 

itself makes no sense. Time didn’t exist before the Big Bang so there is no time for God to make the universe in. 

It’s like asking for directions to the edge of the Earth – the Earth is a sphere that doesn’t have an edge, so looking 

for it is a futile exercise. Do I have faith? We are each free to believe what we want, and it’s my view that the 

simplest explanation is that there is no God. No one created the universe and no one directs our fate. This leads me 

to a profound realisation: there is probably no heaven and afterlife either. I think belief in an afterlife is just wishful 

thinking. There is no reliable evidence for it, and it flies in the face of everything we know in science. I think that 

when we die we return to dust. But there’s a sense in which we live on, in our influence, and in our genes that we 

pass on to our children. We have this one life to appreciate the grand design of the universe, and for that I am 

extremely grateful.  

 

https://www.ted.com/talks/stephen_hawking_asks_big_questions_about_the_universe?language=en
http://theenchantedmanor.com/tag/the-nave-of-westminster-abbey/
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Albert-László Barabási (2018). The Formula: The Universal Laws of Success. 

We came across Barabási in 2017 with Linked: How Everything Is Connected to Everything and his textbook 

Network Science. 51 years of age, he is among the most cited scholars in the history of science 

(Google citations as of March 2: 202,359). Now it is time to look at his recent contribution covering 

the Science of Success. Is it really possible to derive LAWS of success? According Barabási, a trained 

physicist and now professor of network science, the answer would be yes. Using massive amount 

of data in various environments such as science, sports, or arts he actually derives Barabási’s Five 

Laws of Success 

Barabási’s First Law: Performance drives success, but when performance can’t be 

measured, networks drive success 

Barabási’s Second Law: Performance is bounded, but success is unbounded 

Barabási’s Third Law: Previous success x fitness = future success 

Barabási’s Fourth Law: While team success requires diversity and balance, a single individual 

will receive credit for the group’s achievement 

Barabási’s Fifth Law: With persistence success can come at any time.  

 

Beyond the Five Laws, through reading this book you will become familiar with interesting 

scholars (often his co-authors, former students, or fellow Science of Success researchers) such as 

Dashun Wang, Burcu Yucesoy1 César Hidalgo, Filippo Radicchi, James Bagrow, Hua-Wei Shen, 

Marta Gonzalez, Roberta Sinatra, Arnout von de Rijt,  Sinan Aral, Duncan Watts, Chia-Jung Tsay, 

Pierre Azoulay, Matthew Salganik, Peter Sheridan Dodds, Manuel Cebrian, Brian Uzzi, Balázs 

Vedres, or Anita Williams Woolley. 

                                                           
 

1 The physicist with the Ising Hamiltonian function tattoo.  

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=f3rtn1mSyl4
https://www.dashunwang.com/
https://www.burcuyucesoy.com/
http://chidalgo.org/
http://homes.sice.indiana.edu/filiradi/
http://bagrow.com/
http://www.bigdatalab.ac.cn/~shenhuawei/
https://ced.berkeley.edu/ced/faculty-staff/marta-gonzalez
https://www.robertasinatra.com/
https://arnoutvanderijt.com/
http://web.mit.edu/sinana/www/
https://www.microsoft.com/en-us/research/people/duncan/
https://www.mgmt.ucl.ac.uk/people/chia-jungtsay
http://mitmgmtfaculty.mit.edu/pazoulay/
http://www.princeton.edu/~mjs3/musiclab.shtml
http://www.uvm.edu/pdodds/research/
https://www.media.mit.edu/people/cebrian/overview/
https://www.kellogg.northwestern.edu/faculty/uzzi/htm/
http://www.personal.ceu.hu/staff/Balazs_Vedres/
http://www.personal.ceu.hu/staff/Balazs_Vedres/
https://www.cmu.edu/tepper/faculty-and-research/faculty-by-area/profiles/williams-woolley-anita.html
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Age is course, a fever chill 

That every physicist must fear. 

He’s better dead than living still 

When once he’s past his thirtieth year 

 

Paul Dirac 

 

 

In his chapter Einstein’s Error2, Barabási writes: “Inevitably, I try to examine my own failures and 

successes in light of the research I do. On dark winter days in Boston, as I walk to my lab, dodging 

icy patches of pavement, I’ll find myself mentally running my numbers and my odds… In matters 

of my own fate, though, the briskness that radiates in the city air feels reinforced by what I know 

to be true from countless studies. Simply put, innovation and discovery seem to be a young 

person’s game… That “deadwood” feeling that looms in the background as each year passes, and 

as a new cadre of bright young researchers replaces the last, can cause even us scientists to wax a 

bit poetic… To my relief, though, this conclusion – that I might as well buy a bunch of Hawaiian 

shirts, move to Florida, and take up golf – turned out to be an incomplete reading of the data… 

Innovation itself has no age limit as long as we continually buy our metaphorical tickets and get 

our work out into the world” (pp. 221-229).  

 

 

Geoffrey West (2017). Scale: The Universal Laws of Growth, Innovation, Sustainability, 

and the Pace of Life in Organisms, Cities, Economics, and Companies3.  

                                                           
 

2 Einstein: “A person who has not made his great contribution to science before the age of thirty will never do so”.  
3 See also his TED talk and his talk The Future of the Planet.  

https://www.jstor.org/stable/770111?seq=1#page_scan_tab_contents
https://www.santafe.edu/people/profile/geoffrey-west
https://www.ted.com/talks/geoffrey_west_the_surprising_math_of_cities_and_corporations/discussion
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ncDE_V5RAQc
http://barabasi.com/about/contact-barabasi-lab
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This publication is an attempt at explaining the nature and origin of systematic scaling laws 

(regularities in the organization, structure, and dynamics). West describes scaling as the way in 

which a system responds when its size changes, referring to Stephen Hawking’s response during 

an interview at the turn of the millennium: 

Interviewer: Some say that while the 20th century was the century of physics, we are now entering the century of 

biology. What do you think of this? His response: I think the next century will be the century of complexity.  

Barabási reviews West’s book in Science (July 14, Vol. 357, Issue 6347, p. 138) with the following: 

Scale offers a deeply personal narrative about the origins and evolution of allometric scaling that is 

enriched by West’s distinctive voice. It’s a journey with many fascinating digressions that do make 

the nearly 500-page book a true time investment. Yet, for those willing to commit, West’s insightful 

analysis and astute observations patiently build an intellectual framework that is ultimately highly 

rewarding, offering a new perspective on the many scales with which nature and society challenge 

us.  

 

Scott E. Page (2018). The Model Thinker: What You Need to Know to Make Data Work 

for You4.  

We came across Scott Page’s work (Complex Adaptive Systems, together with John Miller) in 

November 2017 during our Big Data and Network month, and again in 2018 (The Diversity Bonus). 

Now, he is back with his next contribution, one that took him seven years to complete. Why do 

we need models in the age of data? Page: “We now know what has happened and is happening, 

but, owing to the complexity of the modern word, we may be less capable of understanding why 

it happened” (p. 3). Why do we need many models? Page: “We need many models to make sense 

of complex systems” (p. 6) and “to become a many-model thinker requires learning multiple 

models of which we gain a working knowledge” (p. 12).  

 

Damon Centola (2018). How Behavior Spreads: The Science of Complex Contagions. 

Granovetter: Just when we thought there was nothing new to say about diffusion through networks, along comes 

How Behavior Spreads.  

                                                           
 

4 See the Baseline podcast.  

https://sites.lsa.umich.edu/scottepage/
https://sites.lsa.umich.edu/scottepage/
https://www.asc.upenn.edu/people/faculty/damon-centola-phd
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=a0K9cmPRBB8
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Judea Pearl and Dana Mackenzie (2018). The Book of Why: The New Science of Cause 

and Effect.  

Pearl won the Turing Award in 2011 for his fundamental contributions to artificial intelligence 

through the development of a calculus for probabilistic and causal reasoning. He created the 

representational and computational foundation for the processing of information under 

uncertainty, and Eric Horvitz has called him an “Alan Turing of our time”. In this book he joins 

forces with Dana Mackenzie, a mathematics and science writer to discuss the Causal Revolution. 

Pearl’s mission in this book: 1) provide in a nonmathematical language for the intellectual content 

of the Causal Revolution discussing how it affects current lives and the future; 2) to share both 

successful and failed attempts among scientists in exploring the journey of cause and effect; 3) to 

return the Causal Revolution to its womb in artificial intelligence. Here his attack on Big Data: 

“But I hope with this book to convince you that data are profoundly dumb. Data can tell you that 

the people who took a medicine recovered faster than those who did not take it, but they can’t tell 

you why. Maybe those who took the medicine did so because they could afford it and would have 

recovered just as fast without it”. He is also critical about his past achievements: “When I started 

working in artificial intelligence, in the early 1980s, I thought that uncertainty was the most 

important thing missing from AI. Moreover, I insisted that uncertainty be represented by 

probabilities… Though I am delighted with the ongoing success of Bayesian networks, they failed 

to bridge the gap between artificial and human intelligence. I’m sure you can figure out the missing 

ingredient causality” (p. 50). “At the time, I was so intoxicated with the power of probabilities… 

To my fellow computer scientists, my book [Probabilistic Reasoning in Intelligent System], my 

book became a bible of reasoning under uncertainty, but I was already feeling like an apostate… 

while probabilities encode our beliefs about a static world, causality tells us whether and how 

probabilities change when the world changes, be it by intervention or by act of imagination” (p. 

51). “Human intuition is organized around causal, not statistical, relations” (p. 46).  

 

 

http://bayes.cs.ucla.edu/jp_home.html
https://amturing.acm.org/award_winners/pearl_2658896.cfm
http://erichorvitz.com/
http://danamackenzie.com/
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Mario Livio (2017). Why? What Makes Us Curious5. 

Livio’s journey in exploring the core of curiosity takes us through several big questions: What is it 

that triggers curiosity? What are the underlying mechanisms of curiosity and exploration? Livio 

looks towards personalities such as Leonardo and Feynman for answers. Leonardo once said that 

“[n]othing can be loved or hated unless it is first understood”. Curiosity is an urge for knowledge. 

Up to a point, uncertainty about a topic enhances curiosity. After that point, discomfort, fear, and 

being overwhelmed is the consequence. Livio finishes his book with the following paragraph: “I 

hope that I have managed to make the case for the fact that a curious person is someone on whom 

little is lost. In abandoning the dogmatic pretension of knowledge that characterized humanity 

during the Middle Ages and replacing it with curiosity, we have managed to usher in and inspire a 

new way of life. They say that curiosity is contagious. If that’s true, my advice would be: Let’s turn 

it into an epidemic. As Leonardo put it five centuries ago, ‘Blinding ignorance does mislead us. O! 

wretched mortals, open your eyes!’” (p. 196).  

 

Charles S. Cockell (2018). The Equations of Life: How Physics Shapes Evolution6. 

Which features of life are driven by physical laws and which are mere chance? Making sense of the 

science between the living and nonliving requires linking physics with evolutionary biology. 

Cockell’s goal: “[T]o shed light on the growing understanding of the principles that channel life at 

all levels of its structure and how this expanding corpus of work shows that life is firmly embedded 

within the basic laws that shape all types of matter in the universe, much more so than a cursory 

glance at the menagerie on Earth might suggest” (p. x). In the blurb to this book, Sean Carroll, 

author of, for example, The Big Picture: On the Origins of Life, Meaning, and the Universe Itself writes: 

“What about life as we don’t know it? To think about life on other planets, we need to understand 

how things could have been different. Charles Cockell’s book is a fascinating new look at this 

question, offering surprising insights on just how constrained biology can be by the laws of 

physics”.  

 

                                                           
 

5 See also here. 
6 Check out also the Science Salon podcast.  

http://www.mariolivio.com/
https://www.ph.ed.ac.uk/people/charles-cockell
https://www.preposterousuniverse.com/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=n3mz4YRMwoI
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=hQDA1-jK3CM
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Michael Tomasello7, who is now back to his roots at Duke where he did is B.A. in Psychology 

(before he was Co-Director at the Max Planck Institute for Evolutionary Anthropology in 

Leipzig), has been on our agenda since the beginning of the reading group with his contributions 

Why We Cooperate and Origins of Human Communication (2017 list). We will look at two of his recent 

books: 

 

Michael Tomasello (2017). A Natural History of Human Morality. 

 

This book offers an exploration of how early humans gradually became an ultra-cooperative and 

eventually moral species. Thus, he attempts to provide an evolutionary account on the emergence 

of human morality, in terms of both sympathy and fairness. He assumes that human morality is a 

form of cooperation that emerged as humans adapted to new and species-unique forms of social 

interaction and organization.  

 

Michael Tomasello (2019). Becoming Human: A Theory of Ontogeny. 

How do human individuals come to the species-unique cognitive and social abilities necessary for 

participating in cultural coordination and transmission? What can we learn from comparative 

experiments in which humans and great apes are observed in as-similar-as-possible circumstances? 

Tomasello’s plaidoyer: “[I]f we wish to explain how uniquely human psychology is created, we must 

focus our attention on ontogeny, and especially on how great ape ontogeny in general has been 

transformed into human ontogeny in particular” (p. 6). His working hypothesis is Vygotskian: 

“uniquely human forms of cognition and sociality emerge in human ontogeny through, and only 

through, species-unique forms of sociocultural activity” (p. 6). But his theory is Neo-Vygotskian 

                                                           
 

7 It is worth listening to his various lectures available online. See, e.g., here, here, here, here, or here. For an 
interview, see here.  

https://psychandneuro.duke.edu/people/michael-tomasello
https://www.simplypsychology.org/vygotsky.html
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=VmeKoNT0DQ4
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=RQiINQiAn4o
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=_LH0yK4Laqo
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=DXCLmIy_2XE
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=8RxCOW2c-hI
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=2A5t8FcWGas
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placing it within the framework of modern evolutionary theory: “[W]e begin by seeking to identify 

the ways in which humans are biologically prepared from engaging in their unique forms of 

sociocultural activity” (pp. 6-7). Andrew Meltzoff’s blurb: Becoming Human is destined to become a 

classic. Anyone is interested in cognitive science, child development, human evolution, or comparative psychology 

should read this book. It surely would have provoked a letter from Darwin – an intellectual ancestor, along with 

Vygotsky, of this scientific masterpiece.  

 

James C. Scott (2017). Against the Grain: A Deep History of the Earliest States.  

Scott: “I am under no illusion that what I have written here will be the last word on domestication, 

on early state formation, or on the relation between early states and the people of their 

hinterlands”. However, his goal is to condense the best knowledge available on it and suggest 

“what it implies for the state formation for both the human and ecological consequences of the 

state form… broader understanding of domestication as control over reproduction might be 

applied not only to fire, plants, and animals but also to slaves, state subjects, and women in 

patriarchal family”.  

 

Jonathan H. Turner and Richard S. Machalek (2018). The New Evolutionary Sociology: 

Recent and Revitalized Theoretical and Methodological Approaches. 

From the authors: “We have dedicated this book to increasing the level of awareness that a new 

evolutionary sociology has quietly evolved on the sidelines of the discipline. Our goal in this review 

is make the various approaches that have been emerging over the last two decades more relevant 

to the core of sociology”.  

 

William von Hippel (2018). The Social Leap: The New Evolutionary Science of Who We 

Are, Where We Come From, and What Makes Us Happy. 

Bill von Hippel, a professor of psychology at our neighbour uni up the river (University of 

Queensland), digs into our evolutionary history to understand how the life in the distant past 

continues to shape our lives today. Here an example out of the section Throwing Rocks at Lions. 

“I grew up in a neighbourhood that was inattentive to leash laws, and my friends and I were often 

chased by a German shepherd and Doberman pinscher that lived on our street. Even though I 

https://scholar.google.com/citations?user=5jrePlgAAAAJ&hl=en
https://politicalscience.yale.edu/people/james-scott
https://evolution-institute.org/profile/jonathan-h-turner/
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Richard_Machalek
https://psychology.uq.edu.au/profile/3034/bill-von-hippel
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was a scrawny kid, and these dogs would still intimidate me today, by the age of seven or eight I 

had become pretty good at defending myself by throwing stones. Especially if my brothers or 

friends were with me, all we had to do was bend over to gather rocks, and the dogs running toward 

us would pull an immediate about-face.  When I was alone, I took off for the nearest fence or tree, 

because I couldn’t throw rocks fast enough to do the job, but the addition of even one other 

person meant we could stand our ground. These experiences suggest how our ancestors might 

have responded to the threat of predation on the savannah: by throwing stones, particularly if they 

could band together and throw lots of them… If you want to learn to throw with power and 

accuracy… you need to watch baseball players, quarterbacks, or hunter-gatherers… Chimps are 

stronger than we are, but they can’t generate this sort of elastic energy when they throw because 

their joints aren’t flexible enough and their muscles don’t line up in their right way” (pp. 23-25). 

You can also check out Joe Rogan’s interview with Bill here. 

 

  

David Adam (2018). The Genius within: Smart pills, brain hacks and adventures in 

intelligence.  

 

 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=7Dtv8ibI1vk
https://twitter.com/davidneiladam?lang=en
https://www.theguardian.com/books/2018/feb/10/the-genius-within-by-david-adam-review-smart-pills-brain-hacks-and-adventures-in-intelligence-#img-2
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Author of The Man Who Couldn’t Stop (a book that was shortlisted for the 2015 Royal Society 

Winton Prize for Science Books) and Nature editor for comment, editorials, books and arts, 

correspondence or obituaries, Adam reports his experimental and funny journey searching for 

cognitive enhancement.  

 

Henkjan Honing (2018) (ed.). The Origins of Musicality.   

Why do we have music? What is music for, and why does every human culture have it? Are some core components 

also present in nonhuman animals? What biological and cognitive mechanisms are essential for perceiving, 

appreciating, and making music? In the last two decades we have observed increasing collaboration 

among musicology, ethnomusicology, psychology, neuroscience, and biology; leading to the 

discipline of biomusicology.  

 

Barbara J. King (2017). Personalities on the Plate: The Lives and Minds of Animals We 

Eat.  

We love the dog and eat the pig, or, we love the bison and eat the bison. Who exactly are these someones about whom 

we are so conflicted? The newest science from anthropology, psychology, and zoology can help us tackle that question 

by showing us how the animals we eat – for some the octopus or the chimpanzee, for others the chicken and the goat- 

think, feel, and act as distinct individual beings. Who are we eating? (p. 4).  

 

 

 

 

 

 

https://royalsociety.org/grants-schemes-awards/book-prizes/science-book-prize/2015/8
https://royalsociety.org/grants-schemes-awards/book-prizes/science-book-prize/2015/8
http://www.uva.nl/profiel/h/o/h.j.honing/h.j.honing.html?1554417658946
http://www.barbarajking.com/
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Frans de Waal (2016). Are We Smart Enough to Know How Smart Animals Are?8 

Whether and how animals make plans for the future are key questions in science. Frans de  

Waal who specialises in primate behaviour and cognition is fascinated about the mental level at 

which animals operate. He discusses discoveries of the past twenty years: There is plenty of history 

to dwell on. The growth of this field has been an adventure – some would say, a roller-coaster ride 

–but it remains endlessly fascinating, since behaviour is, as the Austrian ethologist Konrad Lorenz 

put it, “the liveliest aspect of all that lives” (p. 6).  

 

Stefano Mancuso (2017). The Revolutionary Genius of Plants: A New Understanding of 

Plant Intelligence and Behavior9.  

A leading plant neurobiologist shows plants’ ability to innovate, remember, and learn. Here, for 

example, their new “Lamarck and Desfontaines experiment” (see pp. 11-13):  

Goal:  1) to show that the Mimosa pudica was able, after a number of repetitions, to identify a 

stimulus as not dangerous and therefore not to close its leaves. 

 2) After a suitable period of preparation was able to distinguish between two stimuli, one 

of which was previously known to it, and to respond appropriately 

Strategy: the Mimosa pudica was placed in jars and was subjected to repeated falls from a height of 

about 4 inches. The drop was the stimulus. 

Finding: After a series of repetitions (about seven or eight) the plants began to leave their leaves 

open, ignoring every subsequent fall.  

                                                           
 

8 Check out his two TED talks here and here.  
9 See also his TED talk here.  

http://www.emory.edu/LIVING_LINKS/people/dewaal.shtml
http://www.lovemadevisible.eu/examples/stefanomancuso
https://archives.library.illinois.edu/erec/University%20Archives/1515022/OriginalFiles/Desktop/Moved%20Files%20from%20old%20Mac/Lamarck%20by%20A.S.%20Packard.pdf
https://www.ted.com/talks/frans_de_waal_do_animals_have_morals
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=BPsSKKL8N0s
https://www.ted.com/talks/stefano_mancuso_the_roots_of_plant_intelligence?language=en
https://www.nytimes.com/2019/02/25/books/review/frans-de-waal-mamas-last-hug.html
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Robust: Was the reason fatigue? Or if indeed the plants had understood that there was nothing 

to fear. Approach: subject them to a new different stimulus (shake the jars horizontally) 

Response: Plants reacted immediately closing their leaves. 

Question: How long does this memory last?  

Result: More than forty days 

Puzzle: How such a mechanism works in organisms that have no brain. Original form of 

biochemical memory.  

 

Add your book(s) 
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May 31 

Recent Contributions: Part II  

 

Yuval Noah Harari (2018). 21 Lessons for the 21st Century. 

After Sapiens and Homo Deus (see 2018 list), this is Harari’s third book attracting substantial 

attention. It offers a look at today’s pressing issues, and here is what he has to say about this 

journey: “My first book, Sapiens, surveyed the human past, examining how an insignificant ape 

became the ruler of planet Earth. Homo Deus, my second book, explored the long-term future of 

life, contemplating how humans might eventually become gods, and what the ultimate destiny of 

intelligence and consciousness might be. In this book I want to zoom in on the here and now. My 

focus is on current affairs and on the immediate future of human societies. What is happening 

right now? What are today’s greatest challenges and most important choices? What should we pay 

attention to? What should we teach our kids”. Check also his talk at Google series. 

 

Richard Sennett (2018). Building and Dwelling: Ethics for the City.  

After including The Craftsman in the list 2017 and The Corrosion of Character: The Personal Consequences 

of Work in the New Capitalism in 2018, this is Sennett’s latest book. A Guardian article written by 

Joris Luyendijk entitled “Don’t let the Nobel prize fool you. Economics is not a science” 

encourages a social science Nobel prize and sees Richard Sennett as a good candidate for it. The 

book is Sennett’s continuation to study Homo faber’s place in society as he points out: “The first 

volume studied craftsmanship, particularly the relationship between head and hand it involves. 

The second studied the cooperation good work entails”. This book puts Homo faber in the city.  

 

Steve Steward-Williams (2018). The Ape that Understood the Universe: How the Mind and 

Culture Evolve.  

In Steward-William’s words: “We’ll be looking at our species through the eyes of hypothetical, 

hyperintelligent alien – an anthropologist from the planet Betelgeuse III – as it visits the Earth on 

an intergalactic Beagle and studies us “as someone with a microscope studies creatures that swarm 

https://www.ynharari.com/
https://www.ynharari.com/
https://www.ynharari.com/
https://www.richardsennett.com/site/senn/templates/home.aspx?pageid=1&cc=gb
https://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2015/oct/11/nobel-prize-economics-not-science-hubris-disaster
https://www.stevestewartwilliams.com/
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and multiply in a drop of water”. But this isn’t just any old hyperintelligent alien. It’s a gender-

neutral, asexual, asocial, amoral, areligious, and amusical alien. It is, in other words, a stranger to 

many elements of human life that are so familiar to us that we simply take them for granted” (p. 

1).  

Pascal Boyer (2018). Minds Make Societies: How Cognition Explains the World Humans 

Create.  

Six Problems in search of a new science: What is the root of group conflict? What is information 

for? Why are there religions? What is the natural family? How can societies be just? Can human 

minds understand society? Steven Pinker: The best book yet on one of the deepest issues in our understanding 

of ourself. Leda Cosmides: The most important work on a science of human culture in years. Dan Sperber: It 

will change forever your understanding of society and culture.  

 

Stephen T. Asma (2017). The Evolution of Imagination.  

Why does a story evoke a whole world inside us? How are we able to rehearse a skill or an event 

in our mind’s eye? How does creativity go beyond experience to make something altogether? How 

does moral imagination help us improvise our way toward a moral ethical society? Is improvisation 

born out of our primate social, emotional needs?  

 

 

 

http://www.pascalboyer.net/
https://stephenasma.com/
http://www.bluenote.com/artists/miles-davis
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Anthony Brandt and David Eagleman (2017)10. The Runaway Species: How Human 

Creativity Remakes the World.  

According to the authors, engineers and artists innovate by the same means: bending, breaking 

and blending what they know. Novelty also requires resonance with one’s society. Thus, creativity 

is an inherently social act, or as the authors stress “an experiment in the laboratory of the public” 

(p. 114).  You are therefore faced with a dilemma, whether “to create something that sticks close 

to the familiar, or something that breaks new ground?”. Is there evidence for universal beauty? 

Which row in the image below shows the largest brain response? According to Smets, it is the 

pattern in the second row (around 20% level of complexity).   

 

Brandt and Eagleman explore “our need for creativity, how we think up new ideas, and how our 

innovations are shaped by where and when we live”. They explore key features of creative 

mentality and illustrate how to foster creativity: “a dive into the creative mind, a celebration of the 

human spirit, and a vision of how to reshape our worlds” (p. 10).  

 

Two recent books by Edward O. Wilson: 

Edward O. Wilson (2017). The Origins of Creativity. 

“Creativity is the unique and defining trait of our species; and its ultimate goal, self-

understanding… What, then is creativity? It is the innate quest for originality. The driving force is 

humanity’s instinctive love of novelty – the discovery of new entities and processes, the solving of 

                                                           
 

10 See also here.  

http://anthonybrandt.net/bio.html
https://www.eagleman.com/
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/E._O._Wilson
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=8tN3J_V-J5w
http://unhistorical.org/post/167460306179/a-set-of-stimuli-from-gerda-smets-tests-of-visual
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old challenges and disclosure of new ones, the aesthetic surprise of unanticipated facts and 

theories, the pleasure of new faces, the thrill of new worlds” (p. 3).  

 

Edward O. Wilson (2019). Genesis: The Deep Origin of Societies.  

For most of history, organized religions have claimed sovereignty over the meaning of human existence. For their 

founders and leaders the enigma has been relatively easy to solve. The gods put us on Earth, then they told us how 

to behave. Why should people around the world continue to believe one fantasy over another out of the more than 

four thousand that exist on Earth? The answer is tribalism, and, as I will show, tribalism is one consequence of the 

way humanity originated.  

 

Martin Rees (2018). On the Future: Prospects for Humanity.  

Edward of Wilson: On the Future, by a leading senior scientist and written in a charming and crystalline style, 

provides the kind of wisdom humanity most needs to make our way on through the twenty-first century.  

 

Calestous Juma (2016). Innovation and Its Enemies: Why People Resist New 

Technologies11.  

An exploration of the dynamics of social opposition to innovation.  

 

Nassim Nicholas Taleb (2018). Skin in the Game: Hidden Asymmetries in Daily Life12.  

Taleb, famous for his The Black Swan, writes according to Wall Street Journal in a style that owes 

as much to Stephen Colbert as it does to Michel de Montaigne. This is his latest book. What does 

skin in the game mean? It means that “you do not pay attention to what people say, only to what 

they do, and to how much of their necks they are putting on the line”. According to Taleb, (p. 1) 

it is a journey into bull**t detection, symmetry in human affairs (fairness, justice, responsibility, 

and reciprocity), information sharing in transaction, and rationality in complex systems in the real 

world.  

                                                           
 

11 Remembering Calestous Juma.  
12 See also his talk at Google.  

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Martin_Rees
http://www.fooledbyrandomness.com/
https://news.harvard.edu/gazette/story/2017/12/professor-calestous-juma-leaves-legacy-of-good-work/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=uv6KLbkvua8
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Keith Oatley (2018). Our Minds, Our Selves: A Brief History of Psychology. 

According to Michael Tomasello, this is possibly the best introduction to the history of psychology 

he knows. In his prologue, Oatley writes: “A revolution is taking place in our understanding how 

the mind works to know the physical and social world. We are beginning now to understand some 

principles of the mind, not just know which parts of the brain are active when we do this, or feel 

that, not just to know how behaviour is affected by events, by social processes such as 

conversation, and by learning, but to reach inner understanding of the minds of others and 

ourselves” (p. xii). 

 

Armin W. Schulz (2018). Efficient Cognition: The Evolution of Representational 

Decision Making.  

Why would organisms rely on mental representations to make decisions about what to do? What 

evolutionary benefits does this reliance provide to a decision maker? What is the key factor driving 

the evolution of representational decision making? Schulz’s answer: cognitive efficiency. To adjust 

more quickly and with fewer costs to a changed environment and streamline the neural machinery 

underlying their decision-making systems.  

 

David Sloan Wilson (2019). This View of Life: Completing the Darwinian Revolution.  

Wilson: The harmony and order that we associate with the word “organism” indeed has a movable boundary that 

can be expanded to include biological eco-systems, human societies, and conceivably the entire earth. Special conditions 

are required, however, and when these conditions are not met, evolution takes us where we don’t want to go. There 

is no master navigator for our journey. We must be the navigators, consciously evolving our collective future, and 

without the compass provided by evolutionary theory, we will surely be lost (p. xiv). Sapolsky: “David Sloan 

Wilson has long been one of the most visionary and trail-blazing evolutionary biologists around, 

forcing the field to recognize that evolutionary change occurs from far more than selection solely 

at the level of the gene. In This View of Life, he explores the various surprising things that ‘evolution’ 

is and isn’t and its relevance to everything from everyday life to global policy decisions. It’s thick 

with ideas and insights, written in a graceful, accessible style”.  

 

https://greatergood.berkeley.edu/profile/keith_oatley
http://people.ku.edu/~a382s825/
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/David_Sloan_Wilson


22 
 
 

Gareth Leng (2018). The Heart of the Brain: The Hypothalamus and Its Hormones. 

Leng’s aim: I wanted to celebrate the hypothalamus, the “lizard brain” as it is disparagingly called by some who 

think that neuroscience is just about consciousness and intelligence. They hypothalamus does mundane things, but it 

does them well, and how it solves difficult challenges can tell us much about what neurons and networks are capable 

of. But the hypothalamus has a great influence on our behaviour than we, who like to think, like to think. How 

much of what we do is really governed by reason? How often are the reasons that we give merely self-serving narratives, 

justifying behaviors that are government by things of which we are unaware or only dimly aware, or that we prefer 

not to acknowledge? (p. 4).  

 

Eric R. Kandel (2018). The Disordered Mind: What Unusual Brains Tell Us About 

Ourselves.  

Kandel won the Nobel Prize in Physiology or Medicine in 2000 jointly with Arvid Carlsson and 

Paul Greengard “for their discovering concerning signal transduction in the nervous system”. This 

year we will look at several of Kandel’s contributions. In his latest book he explores “how the 

processes of the brain that give rise to our mind can become disordered, resulting in devastating 

diseases that haunt humankind: autism, depression, bipolar disorder, schizophrenia, Alzheimer’s 

disease, Parkinson’s disease, and post-traumatic stress disorder. It explains how learning about the 

disordered processes is essential for improving our understanding of the normal workings of the 

brain, as well as for new treatments for the disorders” (p. 6).  

 

 

 

Oliver Sacks (2017). The River of Consciousness.  

https://www.ed.ac.uk/discovery-brain-sciences/our-staff/research-groups/gareth-leng
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Eric_Kandel
https://www.nobelprize.org/prizes/medicine/2000/summary/
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Oliver_Sacks
ttps://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:9.13.09OliverSacksByLuigiNovi.jpg
https://www.google.com.au/url?sa=i&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=images&cd=&cad=rja&uact=8&ved=2ahUKEwjq2a_3x7fhAhWvgUsFHblaD4YQjRx6BAgBEAU&url=https://www.wnycstudios.org/story/remembering-oliver-sacks&psig=AOvVaw3sjb_RpLuBzayDgcNU2nTI&ust=1554505892773119
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This was Sacks’ last project, as he died in August 2015 while outlining the content of this book. 

Sacks was a fascinating scholar, declared by the New York Times as “a poet laureate of 

contemporary medicine” and “one of the great clinical writers of the 20th century.” Some of you 

have surely seen Awakenings, a movie based on one of his books, starring Robert De Niro and 

Robin Williams. In this book Sacks looks at evolution, botany, chemistry, medicine, neuroscience, 

and the arts. Kate Edgar, Daniel Frank, and Bill Hayes were in charge of arranging its publications: 

In the River of Consciousness, he … calls upon his great scientific and creative heroes – above all, Darwin, Freud, 

and William James. For Sacks, these writers were constant companions from an early age, and much of his own 

work can be seen as an extended conversation with them. Like Darwin, he was an acute observer and delighted in 

collecting examples, many of which came from his massive correspondence with patients and colleagues. Like Freud, 

he was drawn to understand human behaviour at its most enigmatic. And like James, even when Sacks’ subject is 

theoretical, as his investigations of time, memory, and creativity, his attention remains on the specificity of experience 

(p. x).  

 

Michael S. Gazzaniga (2018). The Consciousness Instinct: Unravelling the Mystery of 

How the Brain Makes the Mind13.  

A journey through a world where hard-to-imagine alterations are commonplace: “Image, if you 

can, being conscious of only one moment – right now. This moment exists without a past or a 

future. Now imagine life being a series of these moments, each existing in some kind of isolation 

from all other moments, not connected by subjective time. Imagine being temporarily frozen in 

each of the moments that together make up normal living. It is hard to imagine this scenario 

because our minds travel back and forth trough time so fluidly, like a ballerina in The Nutcracker. 

One moment serves as the grist for the next planned action, which is in turn weighted in the 

present against our past experience. It is hard to imagine this ever not being true. And yet, conk 

your head in the right way and that might be you, still able to understand the idea of having a past 

and future, but unable to place yourself in your own past or future. Weird, if true. No past, no 

future, only the present” (pp. 3-4). David Krakauer: Following in the pioneering footsteps of Herbert A. 

Simon’s The Architecture of Complexity and Marvin Minsky’s The Society of Mind, Michael S. Gazzaniga brings 

us a democracy of consciousness. He describes how single neurons and neural networks compete to signal their 

                                                           
 

13 Check also his keynote video (Cognitive Neuroscience Society meeting).  

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=JAz-prw_W2A
https://people.psych.ucsb.edu/gazzaniga/michael/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=cQ54bOi1kOc
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understanding of the cognitive micro-worlds in which they function, and how every module is a voice that in 

combination produces that enigmatic chorus we describe as consciousness.  

 

Sean Gerrish (2018). How Smart Machines Think.  

What makes modern machine learning tick? “But over time, I found myself repeating this process 

again and again. Whenever I saw another breakthrough in artificial intelligence or machine learning 

hit the press, I came back to the same question: How does it work? The curious thing to me was 

that I’d spent countless hours studying and practicing machine learning in academia and industry, 

and yet I still couldn’t consistently answer that question. Perhaps I didn’t know AI and machine 

learning as well as I should, I thought, or perhaps college courses didn’t teach us the right material. 

Most college courses on these topics usually just teach the building blocks behind these 

breakthroughs – not how these building blocks should be put together to do interesting things” 

(p. xi).  

 

Marcus du Sautoy (2019). The Creativity Code: How AI Is Learning to Write, Paint and 

Think. 

You may ask why a mathematician is offering to take you on this journey. The simple answer is that AI, machine 

learning, algorithms and code are all mathematical at heart. If you want to understand how and why the algorithms 

that control modern life are doing what they do, you need to understand the mathematical rules that underpin them. 

If you don’t, you will be pushed and pulled around by the machines (p. 6).  

 

Martin Erwig (2018). Once Upon an Algorithm: How Stories Explain Computing 

“I invite you to perform the following simple exercise. For this you need a ruler, a pencil, and a 

piece of (quadrille-ruled) paper. First, draw a horizontal line that is 1 inch long. Then draw a vertical 

line of the same length, perpendicular to the first, starting at one of its ends. Finally, connect the 

two open ends of the lines you drew with a diagonal to form a triangle. Now measure the length 

of the diagonal just drawn. Congratulations; you have just computed the square root of 2” (p. 1). 

In this example you acted as a computer who executes an algorithm. Here an overview of the 

book’s concepts (p. 11): 

https://www.simonyi.ox.ac.uk/
http://web.engr.oregonstate.edu/~erwig/
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Terrence J. Sejnowski (2018). The Deep Learning Revolution.  

Sejnowski’s goal: To provide a personal guide to the past, present, and future of deep learning. 

“Life on earth is filled with many mysteries, but perhaps the most challenging of these is the nature 

of intelligence. Nature abounds with intelligence in many forms, from humble bacterial to complex 

human intelligence, each adapted to its niche in nature. Artificial intelligence will also come in 

many forms that will take their particular places on this spectrum. As machine intelligence based 

on deep neural networks matures, it could provide a new conceptual framework for biological 

intelligence” (p. x).   

 

 

 

 

 

 

https://www.salk.edu/scientist/terrence-sejnowski/
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Ajay Agrawal, Joshua Gans, and Avi Goldfarb (2018). Prediction Machines: The Simple 

Economics of Artificial Intelligence14. 

 

 

Hal Varian: What does AI mean for your business? Read this book to find out. 

 

Add your book(s) 

  

                                                           
 

14 See also here.  

https://agrawal.ca/
https://www.joshuagans.com/
https://www.avigoldfarb.com/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Q4o56nufXTw
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/File:FleckAtrium.JPG
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June 28 

Recent Contributions: Part III  

 

Richard Dawkins15 (2017). Science in the Soul: Selected Writings of a Passionate 

Rationalist. 

A selection of 41 of his essays, speeches and journalistic writings, including reflections on the value 

of science, the history of science and the role of science in society. Dawkins argues that “[d]espite 

the timespan over which these essays were written, I find little that I would change today”.  

 

Steven Weinberg (2018). Third Thoughts.  

Dawkins regards Weinberg as one of the few real heavyweight public intellectuals. Weinberg won 

the Nobel Prize in Physics 1979 together with Sheldon Lee Glashow and Abdus Salam for their 

contributions to the theory of the unified weak and electronmagnetic interaction between 

elementary particles, including, inter alia, the prediction of the weak neutral current. Weinberg’s 

name pops up in Barabási’s The Formula as the best-paid physics professor in history, achieving a 

salary five times the average physics professor. After all, Weinberg’s theory led to the discovery of 

the “God particle” or the Higgs boson. Barabási classifies Weinberg as a whip-smart scientist and 

a skilled negotiator: “The University of Texas at Austin attempted to woo him from Harvard in 

1982, offering a salary that matched their president’s. Weinberg turned it down. Instead, he asked 

for pay on a par with the university’s football coach. This was Texas, remember, and Weinberg 

knew where the priorities lay. When he left the Ivy League and moved west, his salary did match 

the coach’s” (p. 105). Weinberg classifies himself as a rationalist, realist, reductionist, and devoutly 

secular. This book is a continuation of his earlier collections Facing Up and Lake Views and most 

of the collected essays in this volume have been published in the New York Review of Books, in 

newspapers or other periodicals or are based on talks. The book consists of four broad categories: 

Science History, Physics and Cosmology, Public Matters, and Personal Matters. According to 

Dawkins, this is a collection “from deep science on the very frontier of human comprehension, 

through his trenchant views on public policy, to history and the arts”.  

                                                           
 

15 2.81M followers on Twitter! 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Steven_Weinberg
https://twitter.com/RichardDawkins?ref_src=twsrc%5Egoogle%7Ctwcamp%5Eserp%7Ctwgr%5Eauthor
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John Brockman (2019) (ed.). Possible Minds: 25 Ways of Looking at AI.  

Another edited volume by Brockman including leading scholars in AI and beyond. Intro: 

“Artificial intelligence is today’s story – the story behind all other stories”. Brockman sees the 

Possible Minds Project “as an ongoing dynamical emergent system, a presentation of the ideas of 

a community of sophisticated thinkers who are bringing their experience and erudition to bear in 

challenging the prevailing digital AI narrative as they communicate their thoughts to one another. 

The aim is to present a mosaic of views that will help make sense out of this rapidly emerging 

field” (pp. xxiv-xxv). 

 

Jonathan B. Losos (2017). Improbable Destinies: Fate, Chance, and the Future of 

Evolution.  

Losos: I set out to write a book about the ongoing work to answer… how predictable is evolution? But while 

writing, I discovered that this book had to be about much more than just what the science is telling us. Scientific 

knowledge doesn’t just appear out of nowhere; it’s a result of scientists toiling away, using their creativity and insights 

to learn about the natural world. And the people studying evolutionary predictability are a particularly fascinating 

lot… Improbable Destinies will be not just what we know about evolution, but how we know what we know. Not 

just the technology and theories of science, but where the ideas come from – how researchers think them up, how they 

are honed by experiences in the field, how much of science is the serendipitous juxtaposition of disparate ideas brought 

together by unexpected observation.  

 

Michael Batty (2018). Inventing Future Cities. 

Can anything about cities be predictable? What is predictable and what is not? What are the conditions under which 

prediction might take place. Batty writes: “It is now widely accepted that social systems and cities are 

more like organisms than they are like machines. In this sense, they are the product of countless 

individual and group decisions that do not conform to any grand plan. These actions lead to 

structures that are self-organizing and exhibit emergent behaviour” (p. 5). 

 

https://www.edge.org/memberbio/john_brockman
https://biology.wustl.edu/people/jonathan-losos
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Michael_Batty
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Eric Johnson (2018). Anxiety and the Equation: Understanding Boltzmann’s Entropy. 

At 62 years of age, Boltzmann hanged himself during a holiday with his family in Duino (Italy). 

Eyes no longer working, asthma, chest pains, headaches, neurasthenia, anxiety, depression, manic 

activity. Brilliant but troubled. He failed to see beginnings of a new quantum century and a new 

modern physics. His grave fell into disrepair and only 23 years later he was buried in Vienna’s 

Central Cemetery, buried alongside his heroes Beethoven, Brahms, Schubert, and Strauss. “If we 

are to understand Boltzmann, we need to understand [his] equation” (p. 5).   

 

 

 

Michio Kaku (2018). The Future of Humanity: Terraforming Mars, Interstellar Travel, 

Immortality, and Our Destiny Beyond Earth.  

Kaku, a decipher, translator, and communicator of scientific knowledge, provides his vision of the 

future in his latest book.  

 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=hm8THX8UHy4


30 
 
 

Roy R. Gould (2018). Universe in Creation: A New Understanding of the Big Bang and the 

Emergence of Life.  

“[T]the universe has not wandered aimlessly for those billions of years. It has been at work, hard 

at work, and it has unfolded with a logic and beauty that stagger the imagination” (p. 1). John 

Archibald Wheeler posted the following question: Is the machinery of the universe so set up, and from the 

very beginning, that it’s guaranteed to produce intelligent life at some long-distant point in its history-to-be? Or in 

Gould’s words: Were we on the universe’s to-do list? Gould’s answer: Somehow! According to him “the 

available evidence suggests that the universe may well be set up to guarantee the emergence of 

intelligent life” (p. 11).  

 

David D. Nolte (2018). Galileo Unbound: A Path Across Life, the Universe and Everything.  

Beware! You are traveling at alarming speed, flying eastward at over a thousand kilometres per hour as the Earth 

spins on its axis propelling you along. In the years between Copernicus and Galileo this speed was considered absurd 

and blasphemous, which is why Copernicus never published unit near his death, and why Galileo spent the last years 

of his life under house arrest. Yet this speed pales in comparison with the Earth’s year-long rush around the sun, 

traveling at over one hundred thousand kilometres per hour. To this must be added to the speed of the Sun orbiting 

the center of the Milky Way galaxy. It may take the Sun 200 million years to orbit once, but it does so at nearly a 

million kilometres per hour. Something as massive as our Milky Way might seem to be an anchor to which we can 

tether ourselves in safety, but it too is flying through space, pulled towards a region in the Universe known as the 

Great Attractor at over 3 million kilometres per hour (0.3% of the speed of light). Thus, your personal trajectory 

through the Universe is a collection of motions stacked upon motions in a relative Galilean cascade that would have 

amazed Galileo himself (p. vii). 

 

Peter Atkins (2018). Conjuring the Universe: The Origins of the Laws of Nature16.  

“[I] argue that the laws of nature, our summaries of the working of the world, arose in the simplest 

possible way” (v). 

“I argue that they spring form nothing more than indolence and anarchy, spiced up here and there 

by a dash of ignorance” (v).  

                                                           
 

16 See also here.  

http://www.physics.purdue.edu/people/faculty/nolte.php
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Peter_Atkins
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=p9Zmzcl85Ds
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“Whatever the future, it is good to know that as far as we can see, the universe is a rational place 

and that even the origin of the laws it abides by are within the scope of human comprehension. 

How I long, though, for replacing the ‘not much’ happening at the Creation by the breathtaking 

prospect that the ‘not much’ was nothing at all” (p. 168).  

 

  

Alvaro De Rújula (2018) 17. Enjoy our Universe: You Have No Other Choice.  

In the words of two Nobelists: He offers a scientifically scrupulous description of all you might care to know 

about our marvellous universe (Sheldon Lee Glashow). He does this very personally, and with humor, insight 

and almost no mathematics. What a fantastic journey! (Barry Barish).  

 

J. Richard Gott (2016). The Cosmic Web: Mysterious Architecture of the Universe18.  

Gott’s inspiration was Johannes Kepler. A journey into the mystery of the architecture of our 

cosmos.  

 

Anil Ananthaswamy (2018). Through Two Doors at Once: The Elegant Experiment that 

Captures the Enigma of Our Quantum Reality.  

Here is what Herbert Gintis, who is also an outstanding Amazon book reviewer, has to say about 

the book: The first four chapters are well-written introductions to the interpretation of quantum mechanics. Chapter 

5 is absolutely brilliant in explaining the quantum eraser phenomenon, which is central to any interpretation of 

                                                           
 

17 Quote by him at the CERN Summer Student lecture: “What is important is to invent something last, not first.” 
18 Here on the scope and limits of science.  

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/J._Richard_Gott
http://anilananthaswamy.com/
https://www.amazon.com/gp/profile/amzn1.account.AFDFZ3BNKPQ3UZ6E77LT5YCFHLCA?ref=idea_cp_gtp_vv_d
https://www.amazon.com/gp/customer-reviews/R2ZLMPBU7WBZ9F?ref=pf_vv_at_pdctrvw_srp
https://www.amazon.com/gp/customer-reviews/R2ZLMPBU7WBZ9F?ref=pf_vv_at_pdctrvw_srp
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=aepVUfHA_zw
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quantum mechanics. Chapter 6 is a lucid introduction to David Bohm's non-local hidden variable interpretation. 

Bohm's theory is ingenious, but it does not extend to relativistic quantum mechanics, is horribly non-local in a 

'choreographic' way---all of nature conspires to produce quantum mechanic's weird behavior. I think of Bohm's work 

as a complicated system with no benefits beyond the simpler presentations of quantum mechanics. Nor has it led to 

any new insights with explanatory power. Physicists who believe in this theory are religiously inspired. Chapter 7 

presents a number of interesting alternative interpretations, but none is at all convincing. Chapter 8 presents the 

many-world theory of Everett, Deut[s]ch, et al. This theory has absolutely no empirical support, and depends on the 

universality of Schr[ö]dinger's equation, for which there is no evidence. Even if the Universe is a massive superposition 

of quantum states, no one knows what superposition really means (it has never been seen), and the many-worlds 

interpretation of all branches existing at the same time is quite sloppy hand-waving. This is a great book with a 

wealth of material but elementary and sophisticated. Feynman was right, however: no one understand what quantum 

mechanics means. But if you are a realist (I certainly am), finding the meaning will vastly expand our understanding 

of the natural world. 

 

Denis Noble (2017). Dance to the Tune of Life.  

 

Living organisms are open systems and “all the molecules, organs and systems dance to the tune 

of the organism and its social context” (p ix). What will this book demonstrate according to 

Nobel? It will show that: 

1) There are no genes ‘for’ anything. Living organisms have functions with use genes to 

make the molecules they need. Genes are used. They are not active causes. 

2) There is no complete programme in our DNA. Programmes, if used at all as a concept in 

biology, are distributed across scales in the organism. 

3) There is no privileged level of causation, which is a central statement of the theory of 

Biological Relativity. 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Denis_Noble
https://www.google.com.au/url?sa=i&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=images&cd=&cad=rja&uact=8&ved=2ahUKEwi9tI6X17fhAhVPAHIKHWOtCJgQjRx6BAgBEAU&url=https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Denis_Noble&psig=AOvVaw1lc9ipH9FlA-Io7oWMAppK&ust=1554510004597179
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4) We are now far from certain what a gene is, and that many of the confusions and 

misrepresentations of biology arise from mixing up different definitions of genes and 

genetics.  

 

Venki Ramakrishnan (2018). The Race to Decipher the Secrets of the Ribosome.  

Ramakrishnan, classified by Dawkins as the “nice Jim Watson”, received the 2015 Nobel Prize in 

Chemistry together with Thomas A. Steilz and Ada Yonath for studies of the structure and 

function of the ribosome. In her foreword, Jennifer Doudna describes Ramakrishnan’s approach 

to research: “there is at once a desire to belong and yet a willingness to be a maverick and to 

embark on a journey of discovery that seemed at the outset to be a long shot” (p. ix). Prologue: 

“Looking back, it is surprising how little effect her visit had. It was a grey autumn day in 1980. A 

small advertisement on a Yale University noticeboard had announced a lecture with a vague title. 

I had no trouble finding a seat, even though I arrived just before the speaker, because only a few 

specialists had bothered to come… After her talk, there were hardly any questions because we 

weren’t sure what to make of the work. We thought it was astonishing that someone had coaxed 

such a large and floppy particle to form the regular three-dimensional stacks of molecules that 

make up a crystal. As we walked down the hall back to our labs, a colleague of mine teased another, 

saying, ‘How come you can’t even crystallize a tiny piece of it and she’s done the whole thing?’… 

Little did I know that the scientist, Ada Yonath, would figure in my professional life for the next 

three decades; that I would compete with her and others in an intense race to understand an object 

that is at the heart of all life; or that one December, I would be sitting between her and the crown 

princess of Sweden at a Nobel Prize banquet in Stockholm” (p. xi-xii).  

 

David Reich (2018). Who We are and How We Got Here. Ancient DNA and the New 

Science of the Human Past19.  

Reich’s goal is to offer readers a view through the window into the past, by guiding us through 

the process of discovery and telling his story of his work.  

 

                                                           
 

19 See also here.  

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Venkatraman_Ramakrishnan
http://doudnalab.org/
https://reich.hms.harvard.edu/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=fHdCuhYRHqo
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Russell Bonduriansky and Troy Day (2018). Extended Heredity: A New Understanding f 

Inheritance and Evolution.  

The authors’ main thesis: “[T]here is more to heredity than DNA sequences (genes), and 

recognizing this nongenetic dimension of heredity can provide us with new insights into how 

evolution works, and into many practical concerns of human life as well” (p. ix).  

 

 

Add your book(s) 

  

http://www.bonduriansky.net/
https://mast.queensu.ca/~tday/
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July 26 

Science and Knowledge  

 

Thomas S. Kuhn (1977). The Essential Tension: Selected Studies in Scientific Tradition 

and Change 

In the first reading group back in 2017, we covered Thomas Kuhn’s The Structure of Scientific 

Revolution. Now we are going to look at the selection of his essays structured under 

Historiographic Studies and Metahistorical Studies.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Thomas_Kuhn
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Howard Margolis (1993). Paradigms and Barriers: How Habits of Mind Govern 

Scientific Beliefs.  

 

Philip Kitcher: Howard Margolis is a truly original thinker who has a knack for breaking down disciplinary 

boundaries. Virtually no one combines cognitive psychology, philosophical argument, and historical work the way he 

does. This book is important for historians, philosophers, and sociologists of science. Margolis: “The idea is that, 

when we talk about a Kuhnian paradigm shift, what we are essentially talking about is a special 

sort of shift of habits of mind. I try to show this leads to the far more counterintuitive claim that, 

ordinarily, a Kuhnian paradigm shift comes down to the breaking of some one particular habit of 

mind: the barrier of my title” (p. 2).  

 

We are going to take a look at four recent books that received the Lakatos Award which is given 

(mostly) annually by the LSE for an outstanding contribution to the philosophy of science:  

 

2018 Lakatos Awards:  

Sabina Leonelli (2016). Data-Centric Biology: A Philosophical Study. 

Evaluation: Leonelli’s book is praised by the Selectors as “a ground-breaking, richly 

interdisciplinary and scientifically-engaged study that productively reframes philosophical 

conceptions of data” and as “carefully researched, interesting and genuinely original”. The book 

breaks new ground because its subject matter “is of enormous topical importance, and yet has 

been hardly addressed by philosophers of science at all” and it “expands the scope of philosophical 

inquiry to a number of questions that philosophers have neglected: data acquisition and handling, 

and the transmission of data through various processes of decontextualizing”. This makes Leonelli 

“a pioneer in drawing attention to the variety of forms and uses of data, to the importance to 

scientists of the modes of data production and curation.” 

 

https://philosophy.columbia.edu/directories/faculty/philip-kitcher
http://www.lse.ac.uk/philosophy/blog/2018/07/11/2018-lakatos-award/
https://socialsciences.exeter.ac.uk/sociology/staff/leonelli/
https://socialthoughtradio.com/howard-margolis
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Craig Callender (2017). What Makes Time Special?  

Evaluation: Callender’s book is rated as an “ambitious and highly original contribution to the 

philosophy of time”, which “displays nothing short of profound insight into the way physics 

informs old debates about time”. It is “an important, powerful and original book. It displays an 

impressive mastery of the relevant physics and puts it to excellent use”. The book is a “densely-

argued, fascinating treatment of the problem of time, that breaks new ground” and “will be 

compulsory reading for anyone interested in the topic [of time], not just philosophers of physics”. 

It “deserves special recognition for the way in which it integrates physics, metaphysics, and 

psychology” and for recruiting “an enormously wide range of interdisciplinary resources to make 

a case”. 

 

2016 Lakatos Award:  

Brian Epstein (2015). The Ant Trap: Rebuilding the Foundations of the Social Sciences. 

Professor Epstein’s book is rated as “an extremely serious and significant book, as good a 

treatment of the metaphysics of the social world as there is, by some way.” It provides “an 

outstandingly elegant illustration of why metaphysical foundations really matter to the practice of 

science,” and “opens the door to a more productive philosophy of social science than has hitherto 

been available.”  The arguments are “careful and rigorous,” with “the right mixture of theories and 

examples,” arriving at “quite original conclusions.” The book is praised as “beautiful and 

engaging”, “original and ambitious”, “exemplary in its clarity”, and “extremely enjoyable to read.” 

 

2015 Lakatos Award:  

Thomas Pradeu (2015). The Limits of the Self: Immunology and Biological Identity. 

Evaluation: Dr. Pradeu’s book is praised by the Selectors as “a profound examination of the ways 

in which our current understanding of the immune system can shed light on the metaphysical 

questions of identity and selfhood.” It is notable in its “impressive grasp of a wide range of 

literature both on the history and the current theory of immunology,” engaging with “real cutting 

edge science” and demonstrating “a detailed understanding of the relevant science and scientific 

practices.” Its “accessible and original” discussion makes a “distinctive and important contribution 

to the expansion of the scope of philosophy of biology,” and should be “of considerable interest 

well beyond the philosophy of the biomedical sciences.” 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Craig_Callender
https://epstein.org/
http://thomaspradeu.com/
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Daniel H. Hausman (2008). The Philosophy of Economics: An Anthology.  

A very strong collection of contributions by individuals such as John Stuart Mill, Max Weber, 

Lionel Robbins, Frank Knight, Karl Marx, Thorstein Veblen, Milton Friedman, Herbert Simon, 

Daniel M. Hausman, D. Wade Hands, Joseph Schumpeter, Nicholas Kaldor, Robert H. Frank, 

Amartya Sen, Kevin D. Hoover, Vernon Smith, Colin F. Camerer, James M. Buchanen, Viktor J. 

Vanberg, Geoffrey M. Hodgson, Deidre N. McCloskey, Uskali Mäki, Tony Lawson, Julie A. 

Nelson, and Robert Sugden. Hausman: Unlike a textbook, this anthology also provides some historical 

perspective. Methodological questions concerning economics – questions about the goals of economics, the ways in 

which economic claims are established, the concepts of economics and their relation to concepts in the natural sciences 

and so forth – are all philosophical questions, and in philosophy it is generally a mistake to ignore the works of the 

past. Past wisdom cannot be encapsulated in a textbook, and original works cannot be consigned to intellectual 

historians (p. 4).  

 

William Bynum (2012). A Little History of Science.  

Not just a little story: From In the Beginning to Science in Our Digital Age. A marvellous guide (Patricia 

Fara), thoughtful and elegant (Dallas Campbell), a behemoth of a story (Alan Hirshfeld).  

 

Peter J. Bowler and Iwan Rhys Morus (2005). Making Modern Science: A Historical 

Survey.  

Developed because the authors couldn’t find a suitable textbook to teach the history of science.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

https://littlehistory.org/contributor/william-bynum/
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Peter_J._Bowler
https://www.aber.ac.uk/en/history/staff-profiles/listing/profile/irm/
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Susan Wise Bauer (2015). The Story of Science: From Writings of Aristotle to the Big Bang 

Theory.  

 

 

Bauer offers an encouragement to potential readers of this book: “But at the very least, read my 

chapters about the books and the ideas behind them. Scientists who grapple with biological origins 

are still affected by Platonic idealism today; Charles Lyell’s nineteenth-century geological theories 

still influence our understanding of human evolution; quantum theory is still wrestling with Francis 

Bacon’s methods. To interpret science, we have to know something about its past. WE have to 

continually ask not just “What have we discovered?” but also “Why did we look for it?”. In no 

other way can we begin to gasp why we prize, or disregard, scientific knowledge in the way we do; 

or be able to distinguish between the promises that science can fulfil and those we should receive 

with some careful scepticism” (p. XX).  

 

S. Chandrasekhar (1987). Truth and Beauty: Aesthetics and Motivations in Science. 

Nobelist Chandrasekhar’s lectures on his general thoughts of pertaining to the motivations in the 

pursuit of science and to the patterns of scientific creativity: 

The Scientist 

The Pursuit of Science: Its Motivations 

Shakespeare, Newton, and Beethoven, or Patterns of Creativity 

Beauty and the Quest for Beauty in Science 

Edward Arthur Milne: His Part to the Development of Modern Astrophysics 

https://susanwisebauer.com/
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Subrahmanyan_Chandrasekhar
https://susanwisebauer.com/


40 
 
 

Eddington: The Most Distinguished Astrophysicist of His Time 

Eddington: The Expositor and the Exponent of General Relativity 

The Aesthetic Base of the General Theory of Relativity  

 

Gregory J. Feist (2006). The Psychology of Science: Origin of the Scientific Mind.  

Winner of the 2007 William James Book Award. What is the objective of the book? “[T]o justify 

the need for a fully developed discipline of the psychology of science and to lay the foundations 

for such a field… to examine the evolutionary and historical origins of the scientific mind” (p. x).  

 

Jeremy J. Baumberg (2018). The Secret Life of Science: How It Really Works and Why It 

Matters.  

Baumberg: I am hoping these discussions will interest anyone who has the faintest collision with science, whether 

as a reader of science, a writer involving science, a funder (all of us), a civil servant, a politician, or even those 

questioning the role of science in our lives. All the scientists who I have discussed my ideas for this book with over 

the last few years have unfailingly asked to read the results of my investigation because it makes them realize how 

little they know of their own system – I hope that they won’t be disappointed (p. x). Jonathan Adams in his 

Nature book review: “Baumberg sees The Secret Life of Science as providing a bird’s-eye view 

that “scientists and public alike have lacked”. 

 

Chris Chambers (2017). The 7 Deadly Sins of Psychology: A Manifesto for Reforming the 

Culture of Scientific Practice.  

Chambers: “This book is borne out of what I can only describe as a deep personal frustration with 

the working culture of psychological science. I have always thought of our professional culture as 

a castle- a sanctuary of endeavor built long ago by our forebears. Like any home it needs constant 

care and attention, but instead of repairing it as we go we have allowed it to fall into a state of 

disrepair. The windows are dirty and opaque. The roof is leaking and won’t keep out the rain for 

much longer. Monsters live in the dungeon” (p. ix). Clearly not just an issue in psychology! Just 

look at the content of the book:  

http://www.sjsu.edu/people/greg.feist/
https://www.nature.com/articles/d41586-018-05147-4
https://twitter.com/chrisdc77?lang=en
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Wallace Matson (2011). Grand Theories and Everyday Beliefs.  

What if instead of propositions, we consider beliefs? And instead of verifiability, actual verification?  

 

David Klahr (2000). Exploring Science: The Cognition and Development of Discovery 

Processes.  

In the foreword, Herbert Simon writes: “[P]sychology has been led to the study of scientific 

discovery: the processes of observing natural phenomena and designing experiments to elicit new 

phenomena and testing these theories, the processes of inventing new instruments of observation 

and improving their power and accuracy. In carrying out this research on discovery, it did not 

escape notice that there is something childlike about scientific discovery: that the creative scientist 

nurtures a feeling of wonder and curiosity so often displayed by children. Of course, this 

resemblance is not accidental. The child, too, is quite relevant, if in modified form, to the child’s 

learning and exploring” (p. x).  

https://www.cmu.edu/dietrich/psychology/people/core-training-faculty/klahr-david.html
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Robert J. Sternberg (2016). What Universities Can Be: A New Model for Preparing 

Students for Active Concerned Citizenship and Ethical Leadership.  

Sternberg states his mission as follows: “The purpose of higher education is to develop active 

concerned citizenship, ethical leadership, and democratic participation through the nurturance of 

high-level creative, critical, practical, and wisdom-based and ethical skills. In other words, deep, 

reflective, critical thinking and active citizenship and leadership are complementary, not mutually 

exclusive” (p. 2).  

 

Roger Schank (2011). Teaching Minds: How Cognitive Science Can Save our School. 

How does learning really work? What is the meaning of teaching? What kinds of learning situations 

occur naturally? How can we focus education on those types of situations in a new paradigm? 

What would teaching look like in this new paradigm? If what we know about how learning works 

is antithetical to how school works, then what can we do?  We are back with another book by 

Schank (see 2018 list in which included Education Outrage).  

 

Jason Owen-Smith (2018). Research Universities and the Public Good: Discovery for an 

Uncertain Future.  

The author’s approach is to “draw on economic sociology, organizational, and network theory to 

explain how research universities are unique components of our national and global system of 

innovation” (p. 6). 

 

Clifford Siskin (2018). System: The Shaping of Modern Knowledge. 

Siskin describes the endeavour of this book in his own words: [T]o make system’s many manifestations 

visible, and thus magnification is as crucial to my message as it was to Galileo when he aimed his telescope toward 

Jupiter. In both cases, the point is to increase that “wonderful effect” of making distant things appear as Galileo 

pointed out “as though nearby”.  

 

http://www.robertjsternberg.com/
https://www.rogerschank.com/
http://www-personal.umich.edu/~jdos/bio.html
http://as.nyu.edu/faculty/clifford-siskin.html
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Peter Burke (2012). A Social History of Knowledge, Vol. II: From the Encyclopédie to 

Wikipedia.  

By what path did we reach our present state of collected knowledge? Burke’s core thesis: “[T]he 

importance of the coexistence and interaction of trends in opposite directions, an equilibrium of 

antagonism that tips over into disequilibrium from time to time” (p. 2). Burke sees himself as a 

“pluralist in the sense of believing that knowledges in the plural, like opinions, are desirable, since 

understanding emerges from intellectual dialogue and even conflict” (p. 7).  

 

Albert Rothenberg (2018). Flight from Wonder: An Investigation of Scientific Creativity.  

Rothenberg has carried out substantial work in the area of creativity, developing three hypothetical 

cognitive creative processes operative in science: 

1) The janusian process involves (according to Rothenberg) logical and temporal disruption 

2) The homospatial process entails spatial disruption 

3) The sep-con articulation (carving out of disruptions of parts and wholes, joints and joining, 

both mental and physical).  

Moreover, emotions such as motivation to create, passion, intention to deviate, problem 

finding, aggressive feelings, courage, and risk-taking accompany these processes.   

 

Vera Tobin (2018). Elements of Surprise20: Our Mental Limits and the Satisfaction of Plot.  

In Tobin’s own words: The story I want to tell here is about the part that some specific limits and quirks of our 

thinking play in helping to make stories work. I describe how mental contamination effects that are strongly 

implicated in thinking socially but that are also consequences of the decision making involved in all sorts of cognition, 

                                                           
 

20 Cialdini (see 2018 list) in Pre-Suasion (2016): “Teaching at a university is a really great job for all kinds of reasons. 
Yet there are inherent difficulties. They surface not only in the ongoing challenges of proper topic coverage within 
one’s courses, consistently updated lectures, and reliably fair examination/grading procedures, but also in a more basic 
way: in getting students to devote their full attention to the lecture material so that they comprehend the concepts 
involved. It’s a traditional problem because, first of all, the average class period lasts upward (sometimes far upward) 
of forty-five minutes, which is a long time to count on concentrated focus. Besides, these are college students at or 
near their peaks of sexual attractiveness and sexual inclination. How could we expect them to deny systematic attention 
to the eye-catchingly outfitted, viscerally stimulating romantic possibilities all around them in favour of the physically 
fading academic at the front of the room whose unfashionable “look” is relentlessly similar form session to session?” 
However, once he started to begin the lecture with a mystery story with its inherent unresolved nature he observed 
the following: “They would not let me stop until I had given them closure on the mystery. I remember thinking, 
‘Cialdini, you’ve stumbled onto dynamite” (p. 91).  

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Peter_Burke_(historian)
https://www.psychologytoday.com/au/experts/albert-rothenberg-md
https://veratobin.org/
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including memory and perception, can provide raw material for the satisfactions of plot. The entry point is a task of 

cognitive poetics and cognitive poetics and cognitive narratology. This is an attempt to open up the hood, as it were, 

to take a look at some of the machinery that drives certain kinds of plots. Then, having seen something of the gears 

and motors running underneath this particular sort of story, we can also ask whether knowing more about this 

apparatus ought to lead us to draw and new conclusions about the ethics and affiliations of stories that depend on it.  

 

Bertrand Russell21 (1997). Religion and Science.  

 

 

 

 

                                                           
 

21 A Conversation with Bertrand Russell, see here.  

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=fb3k6tB-Or8
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Andrew Briggs, Hans Halvorson, and Andrew Steane (2018). It Keeps Me Seeking: The 

Invitation from Science, Philosophy, and Religion.  

Primary themes that run through the book (see p. 3):  

1) God is a being to be known, not a hypothesis to be tested. 

2) We set a high bar on what constitutes good argument. 

3) Uncertainty is OK. 

4) We are allowed to open up the window that the natural world offers us.  

 

David Wilkinson (2013). Science, Religion, and the Search for Extraterrestrial Intelligence.  

David Wilkinson, Principal of St John’s College, Durham University: This book may be seen by some 

of my colleagues in science and theology as equally eccentric and bizarre. But I am convinced that even if integrating 

the divine and scientific universes is a step too far, the two need to be brought into dialogue (p. 5).  

 

 

Add your book(s) 

  

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/David_Wilkinson_(theologian)
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August 30 

Mind, Brian, Cognition, and Beyond  

 

 

William H. Calvin (1996). How Brains Think.  

 

William H. Calvin (2004). A Brief History of the Mind.  

How the mind expanded since the big bang 50,000 years ago. Are we now once again nearing a 

crossroad of mental evolution?  

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/William_H._Calvin
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Mitchell Glickstein (2014). Neuroscience: A Historical Introduction. 

How do we know about the processes of the brain and the spinal cord and their connections to 

the sense organs and the muscles of the body? What were the observations and experiments that 

helped to understand the structure and function of the brain and spinal cord? Are there parts of 

the brain and spinal cord that do different things? What do the different parts look like? How are 

they constructed and interconnected?  John Parnavelas on Glickstein: Mitch was a true scholar in the 

very best sense of the word and a very popular teacher. He always kept the attention of his students with the depth 

and breadth of his knowledge and his gentle approach to teaching. Above all, he was a generous friend and colleague 

who always had time to chat about anything and everything. 

 

Tracey Tokuhama-Espinosa (2018). Neuromyths: Debunking False Ideas About the 

Brain. 

 

 

Intelligence, brain architecture and structure, teaching and learning, human development, learning 

environments, mind-body balance, brain plasticity, memory, attention, or language. Setting things 

strait!  

 

Giorgio A. Ascoli (2015). Trees of the Brain, Root of the Mind.  

Ascoli’s aim: To reveal a yet well-kept secret: the stunning beauty of the brain’s cellular form.  

https://www.ucl.ac.uk/biosciences/biosciences-news-publication/2016-2017/mitch-glickstein-obituary
https://psychology.gmu.edu/people/ascoli
https://www.google.com.au/url?sa=i&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=images&cd=&cad=rja&uact=8&ved=2ahUKEwiblq7i37fhAhXVVisKHTTSAo8QjRx6BAgBEAU&url=https://www.amazon.com/Neuromyths-Debunking-False-Ideas-About/dp/0393713237&psig=AOvVaw1ykvfVRHmqzW8ssUYG85FL&ust=1554512309888148
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Paul Thagard (2010). The Brain and the Meaning of Life.  

“[A]n extended argument that brain science matters for the most fundamental philosophical issues 

about knowledge, reality, morality, and the meaning of life” (p. xii). And “how brains can arrive at 

knowledge of the real world and make good decisions about how to act, in ways made meaningful 

by the activities of love, work and play” (p. xii) 

 

V. S. Ramachandran (2011). The Tell-Tale Brain: A Neuroscientist’s Quest for What 

Makes Us Human.  

Ramachandran: [M]y modest contribution to the grand attempt to crack the code of the human brain, with its 

myriad connections and modules that make it infinitely more enigmatic than any Enigma machine (p. xv). Check 

out his TED talk.  

 

David Eagleman (2015). The Brain: The Story of You22.  

Who am I? What is reality? Who’s in control? How do I decide? Do I need you? Who will we be? 

 

Suzana Herculano-Houzel (2016). The Human Advantage: How Our Brains Became 

Remarkable23.  

A look at the human brain in the light of evolution: “[F]or simple evolutionary reasons, we hold 

the largest number of neurons in the cerebral cortex, affordable to no other species. I will argue 

that the human advantage lies, first, in the fact that we are primates, and, as such, owners of a brain 

that is built according to very economical scaling rules that make a large number of neurons fit 

into a relatively small volume, compared to other mammals. Second, we are the primate species 

that benefited from the fact that, some 1.5 million years ago, our ancestors came up with a trick 

that allowed their descendants to afford a rapidly increasing and soon to be enormous number of 

cortical neurons, so far rivalled by none: cooking. Third, and finally, thanks to the rapid brain 

expansion now affordable by the extra calories, courtesy of cooking, we are the species that owns 

                                                           
 

22 See also the BBC documentary on it.  
23 Seel also her TED talk here.  

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Paul_Thagard
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/V._S._Ramachandran
https://www.ted.com/talks/vilayanur_ramachandran_on_your_mind
https://www.eagleman.com/
https://www.bbc.co.uk/programmes/b06yjrdp
https://www.ted.com/talks/suzana_herculano_houzel_what_is_so_special_about_the_human_brain?language=en
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the largest number of neurons in the cerebral cortex – the part of the brain responsible for finding 

patterns, reasoning logically, expecting the worst and preparing for it, developing technology and 

passing it on through culture” (pp. ix-x). Here also her TED talk.  

 

Paul W. Glimcher (2011). Foundations of Neuroeconomic Analysis.  

The first part lays the philosophical foundations for neuroscience. It allows us to understand how 

and why economics, psychology, and neuroscience relate. The second and third parts build on that 

foundation, and according to Glimcher, develop “heavily constrained neuroeconomic theory of 

human (and animal) decision making (Theory of Choice and Theory of Vaue). The last part 

provides a technical and semantic summary on the most important accomplishments and insights 

of this discipline.  

 

Jack P. Shonkoff and Deborah Phillips (2000). From Neurons to Neighborhoods: The 

Science of Early Childhood Development. 

The product of a two-and-a-half-year project in which 17 individuals evaluated and integrated their 

insights into the science of early childhood development.  

 

Richard J. Haier (2017). The Neuroscience of Intelligence. 

Why are some people smarter than others? According to Haier, this book explores what 

neuroscience tells us about intelligence and the brain: “Three laws govern this book: (1) no story 

about the brain is simple; (2) no one study is definitive; (3) it takes many years to sort out conflicting 

and inconsistent findings and establish a compelling weight of evidence” (p. xiv).   

 

Joseph LeDoux (2015). Anxious: Using the Brain to Understand and Treat Fear and 

Anxiety.  

Kandel states: Joseph LeDoux [is] the William James of our era.  

 

 

https://www.ted.com/talks/suzana_herculano_houzel_what_is_so_special_about_the_human_brain
https://www.neuroeconomicslab.org/
https://developingchild.harvard.edu/about/who-we-are/
http://www.richardhaier.com/
https://joseph-ledoux.com/
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Daniel L. Schacter (2001). The Seven Sins of Memory. 

Schacter: In this book I explore the nature of memory’s imperfections, present a new way to think about them, and 

consider how we can reduce or avoid their harmful effects (pp. 1-2). What are the seven sins? He calls them 

transience, absent-mindedness, blocking, misattribution, suggestibility, bias, and persistence.  

 

Eric R. Kandel 24(2006). In Search of Memory: The Emergence of a New Science of 

Mind.  

Memory has always fascinated the Nobelist Kandel. The new biology of mind emerged gradually 

over the five decades of his career: “The first steps were taken in the 1960s, when the philosophy 

of mind, behaviourist psychology…, and cognitive psychology… merged, giving rise to modern 

cognitive psychology… In the 1970s cognitive psychology… merged with neuroscience… In the 

1980s cognitive neuroscience received an enormous boost form brain imaging… In the early 1980s 

cognitive neuroscience incorporated molecular biology, resulting in a new science of mind – a 

molecular biology of cognition – that has allowed us to explore on the molecular level such mental 

processes as how we think, feel, and remember… Indeed, by unifying behaviourist and cognitive 

psychology, neural science and molecular biology, the new science of mind can address 

philosophical questions that serious thinkers have struggled with for millennia: How does mind 

acquire knowledge of the world? How much of mind is inherited? Do innate mental functions 

impose on us a fixed way of experiencing the world? What physical changes occur in the brain as 

we learn and remember? How is an experience lasting minutes converted to a lifelong memory? 

Such questions are no longer the province of speculative metaphysics; they are now fertile areas 

of experimental research” (pp. 7-9).  

 

Allen Newell (1990). Unified Theories of Cognition.  

Allen Newell is another Turing Award winner. This book is based on the William James Lectures 

at Harvard University. His thesis is that psychology is ready for unified theories of cognition. An 

important contribution to the understanding mental architecture. Here the content overview of 

the book: 

                                                           
 

24 See here is Nobel lecture December 8. 2000.  

https://scholar.harvard.edu/schacterlab/biocv
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Allen_Newell
https://amturing.acm.org/award_winners/newell_3167755.cfm
https://www.nobelprize.org/prizes/medicine/2000/kandel/lecture/
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Douglas Walton (2015). Goal-Based Reasoning for Argumentation. 

Aristotle identified goal-based reasoning through finding a sequence of actions that leads toward 

an agent’s goal. The back cover of Walton’s book nicely summarizes the achievement of the 

volume: The book explains how [an] argumentation model can help build more realistic computational systems of 

deliberation and decision-making and shows how such systems can be applied to solve problems posed by goal-based 

reasoning in numerous fields, from social psychology and sociology, to law, political science, anthropology, cognitive 

science, artificial intelligence, multi-agent systems, and robotics.  

 

Joscha Bach (2009). Principles of Synthetic Intelligence: PSI, An Architecture of Motivated 

Cognition.  

Bach is an AI expert who previously worked at the MIT Media Lab and Martin Nowak’s group 

Program for Evolutionary Dynamics. His work, based on his PhD, was inspired by theoretical 

psychologist Dietrich Dörner’s PSI theory. According to Margaret Boden, this is: A thought-

https://www.dougwalton.ca/
http://bach.ai/
http://bach.ai/
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provoking description of a long-running project on mental architecture, perhaps the most important topic in cognitive 

science today.  

 

Eric R. Kandel (2012). The Age of Insight: The Quest to Understand the Unconscious in 

Art, Mind, and Brain, From Vienna 1900 to the Present 

As Kandel points out, an understanding of the human mind in biological terms is a central 

challenge of science in this century: “I take up this central scientific challenge in The Age of Insight 

by focusing on how the new science of mind has begun to engage with art. To obtain a meaningful 

and coherent focus for this reemerging dialogue, I purposely limit my discussion to one particular 

form of art – portraiture – and to one particular cultural period – Modernism in Vienna at the 

beginning of the twentieth century. I do this not only to focus the discussion on a central set of 

issues but also because both this art form and this period are characterized by a series of pioneering 

attempts to link art and science” (p. xv).  

 

Howard Gardner (1982). Art, Mind, and Brain: A Cognitive Approach to Creativity. 

Gardner is a regular in our reading group. The 2017 list included The Unschooled Mind and the 2018 

list included Changing Mind and The App Generation. His thoughts on this collection of articles: “In 

conducting the research described in the present collection, I have had the opportunity to 

experience at least one aspect of the creative process – the sense of working in a new area of study 

where virtually ‘zero’ was known, and of having the opportunity to push forward, at least in the 

direction of +1”.  

 

Harris Wiseman (2018). The Myth of the Moral Brain: The Limits of Moral 

Enhancement.  

There is a long history of aspirations to find ways for altering or improving human nature, but 

according to Wiseman, moral functioning is immeasurably complex, mediated by biology but not 

determined by it. He argues that morality cannot be engineered. He structures the book into four 

very distinct parts: philosophy, biology, theology, and clinical psychology.  

 

https://howardgardner.com/
https://www.birmingham.ac.uk/staff/profiles/tr/wiseman-harris.aspx
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Peter Godfrey-Smith (2016). Other Minds: The Octopus, the Sea, and the Deep Origins 

of Consciousness.  

Godfrey-Smith: I am interested in how experience of all kinds evolved, but cephalopods will have special 

importance in this book. This is firstly because they are such remarkable creatures. If they could talk, they could tell 

us so much. That is not the only reason they clamber and swim through the book though. These animals shaped my 

path through the philosophical problems; following them through the sea, trying to work out what they’re doing, 

became an important part of my route in. In approaching questions about animal minds, it is easy to be influenced 

too much by our own case (p. 10).  

 

Mike Hansell (2007). Built by Animals: The Natural History of Animal Architecture.  

How can small-brained creatures such as wasps and termites create seemingly complex structures? 

Which skills are inherited and which learned? How did these behaviours evolve? Image source: 

Bollazzi, M., Forti, L. C., & Roces, F. (2012). Ventilation of the giant nests of Atta leaf-cutting 

ants: does underground circulating air enter the fungus chambers?. Insectes Sociaux, 59(4), 487-498, 

p. 494). 

 

   

http://petergodfreysmith.com/
https://www.gla.ac.uk/researchinstitutes/bahcm/staff/mikehansell/mikehansell/
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Julie A. Smith and Robert W. Mitchell (2012) (eds.), Experiencing Animal Minds: An 

Anthology of Animal-Human Encounters.  

The authors of this volume “strive to explore, analyse, query, and generally poke at the perspectives 

of animals” (p. 1).  

 

Add your book(s) 
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September 27 

Economics, Economics, Economics 

 

Robert L. Heilbroner (1999). The Worldly Philosophers: The Lives, Times, and Ideas of 

the Great Economic Thinkers. 

 

 

Samuelson states: Sinclair Lewis’s Arrowsmith inspired several readers to become Nobel laureates in biology. 

Robert Heilbroner’s new edition of The Worldly Philosophers will inspire a new generation of economists.  

 

Jürg Niehans (1990). A History of Economics Theory: Classic Contributions, 1720-1980. 

Niehans writes about his book: I know that, despite all efforts, the present work is imperfect. The history of 

economic theory is an immense field, and for each aspect there are specialists, past and present, who know (or have 

known) more than I shall ever know. If this book has merit, it arises not from completeness but from selectiveness. 

It raises the question of what contributions to the history of economics deserve to be regarded as classic, and the answer 

is given not in an abstract discourse but by naming and describing these contributions. Most readers will inevitably 

disagree with some of my choices, decisions, and judgment, but I hope they will nevertheless put the book away with 

a deeper understanding of the science we call economics (p. x).  

Let’s put his judgment to the test and see whether you agree. Niehans’ views on Schumpeter read 

as follows: “Joseph Schumpeter represents the stage of vision without theory…Schumpeter grew 

up in Vienna on the fringe of an aristocracy with which he could never compete in terms of high 

birth and wealth. This, together with his mother’s unlimited devotion, seems to have had a decisive 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Robert_Heilbroner
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/File:RobertHeilbronerImage.jpg
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influence on his insatiable need for success. He later used to say that he had three goals in life, 

namely to be Austria’s greatest lover, Europe’s greatest horseman, and the world’s greatest 

economist, but that he failed to reach the second…In 1911, only twenty-eight years old, 

Schumpeter was appointed to a chair at Graz. The faculty would have preferred a less colourful 

colleague, but Böhm-Bawerk is reported to have helped to get the appointment for Schumpeter. 

Students at first boycotted his classes but then seem to have accepted him. Schumpeter’s 

reputation now grew rapidly. By the time World War I broke out, he was internationally famous; 

he was just thirty-one years old when Columbia University game him an honorary degree. At home, 

however, he was embroiled in controversy, his weak performance in the theory of interest had 

turned Böhm-Bawerk from a supporter into an opponent, and he failed to get a chair in Vienna… 

During World War I, Schumpeter was pro-British, anti-German, and in favour of a separate peace 

for Austria…his reputation with the Austrian socialists who were Marxists, was.. high enough for 

Hilferding to propose him to Otto Bauer as minister of finance in 1919. He was no success – 

perhaps nobody could have been… Shortly afterwards, Schumpeter tried his hand as a banker and 

became president of a small but reputable private bank. At the same time he seems to have engaged 

in speculative activities. Schumpeter lost his shirt and incurred large debts, which it took him years 

to repay out of his journalist’s income and academic salary. He also resigned from the bank… In 

1925… Schumpeter reentered academic life as a professor at Bonn. He became one of the most 

enthusiastic sponsors of the Econometric Society, though he was never able to do econometrics 

research of his own. In 1932, Schumpeter moved to Harvard, and in 1937 he married the economic 

historian Elizabeth Boody, who became his protector… He was a tireless worker, though, forever 

working on ambitious projects, none of which was completed. He died in 1950 from a stroke… 

What was missing was the transformation of his vision into economic theory. Walras confined 

himself to statics not because he believed the world was really stationary but because he knew how 

to select problems he could solve. Schumpeter could not construct the missing theory of 

innovation either. How could a second-best theorist succeed where the best feared to tread? Over 

the years, however, Schumpeter’s conjectures about entrepreneurial innovation, vague as they 

were, stimulated a growing number of studies about entrepreneurial history and the role of research 

and development in economic growth…In the history of economics Schumpeter is a tragic figure. 

He came to economics with the most burning ambition. If Gossen saw himself as the Copernicus 

of the social universe and Jevons wanted “to be good towards the world,” Schumpeter wanted to 

excel as the world’s greatest economist. But using innovation to transform a general equilibrium 

model into a theory of social dynamics, he tried to outdo both Marx and Walras… he knew he 

had failed. Beyond suggestive interpretations of history, economics now required models of 



58 
 
 

economic growth, and such models Schumpeter could not provide. He used to distinguish 

between the vision of an economic theory and its implementation by economic analysis… It was 

Schumpeter’s tragedy that he could provide only vision. For original scientific analysis he had 

neither the gift nor the training. He was, as Samuelson … said, the patron of economic theory, the 

collector, the connoisseur, the critic, but he could not do it himself… He was a Samuel Johnson 

of economics, neither a Shakespeare nor a Balzac” (pp. 445-451). 

 

    

 

 

Joseph A. Schumpeter (1954). History of Economic Analysis, 1260 pages.  

Niehans writes: “Over many years, Schumpeter had worked on what was intended to become his 

magnum opus. At his death it remained unfinished, but the manuscript was edited and published 

by his wife. Even in this form it is an overwhelming work. The sketch of 1924 had grown into a 

monumental tapestry, full of significant – and mostly accurate – details, but also with a grandiose, 

if baroque, architecture. The three-four beat of Hegelian dialectics that Schumpeter had transferred 

form the Marxian class struggle to business cycles is now imposed on the history of economics: 

scientific revolutions are supposed to merge into “classical situations,” which after a while, set the 

stage for a new revolution. The display of erudition, though somewhat theatrical, is 

stupendous…Yet what was weakness in Schumpeter the theorist was strength in Schumpeter the 
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historian of doctrines. With his enormous knowledge, his ability to understand other people’s 

theories, and his untiring energy, he was, overall, the greatest historian economic science has ever 

had. As a historian of science, he posthumously achieved the success that was denied to him as an 

original theorist during his lifetime” (pp. 450-451).  

 

Roger E. Backhouse (2002). The Ordinary Business of Life: A History of Economics 

Samuel Brittan in JEL: “an eye-opener to specialist economists.”  

 

Floris Heukelom (2014). Behavioral Economics: a History 

A history of economics without the history of behavioral economics is now impossible.  

 

Nobelists25 

Vernon L. Smith and Bart J. Wilson (2019). Humanomics: Moral Sentiments and the 

Wealth of Nations for the Twenty-First Century 

Deirdre McCloskey writes: The New economics has arrived, a ‘humanomics’ that leaves the human in. It 

banishes the sociopath know as Max U without repopulating the economy with idiots to be nudged by overlords. 

Humanomics combines the sacred and the profane, just as we do. It is scientific, and ethical, triumph.  

 

Amartya Sen (2015). The Country of First Boy. 

 

The Gambler’s lament, HYMN XXXIV of the Rig Veda  

1. SPRUNG from tall trees on windy heights, these rollers transport me as they turn upon the table. 

Dearer to me the die that never slumbers than the deep draught of Mujavan's own Soma. 

2 She never vexed me nor was angry with me, but to my friends and me was ever gracious. 

For the die's sake, whose single point is final, mine own devoted wife I alienated. 

3 My wife holds me aloof, her mother hates me: the wretched man finds none to give him comfort. 

As of a costly horse grown old and feeble, I find not any profit of the gamester. 

4 Others caress the wife of him whose riches the die hath coveted, that rapid courser: 

Of him speak father, mother, brothers saying, We know him not: bind him and take him with you. 

5 When I resolve to play with these no longer, my friends depart from me and leave me lonely. 

                                                           
 

25 Just a first set of people and books. More to come J 

https://www.birmingham.ac.uk/staff/profiles/business/backhouse-roger.aspx
https://www.moralmarkets.org/contributor/floris-heukelom/
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When the brown dice, thrown on the board, have rattled, like a fond girl I seek the place of meeting. 

6 The gamester seeks the gambling-house, and wonders, his body all afire, Shall I be lucky? 

Still do the dice extend his eager longing, staking his gains against his adversary. 

7 Dice, verily, are armed with goads and driving-hooks, deceiving and tormenting, causing grievous woe. 

They give frail gifts and then destroy the man who wins, thickly anointed with the player's fairest good. 

8 Merrily sports their troop, the three-and-fifty, like Savitar the God whose ways are faithful. 

They bend not even to the mighty's anger: the King himself pays homage and reveres them. 

9 Downward they roll, and then spring quickly upward, and, handless, force the man with hands to serve them. 

Cast on the board, like lumps of magic charcoal, though cold themselves they burn the heart to ashes. 

10 The gambler's wife is left forlorn and wretched: the mother mourns the son who wanders homeless. 

In constant fear, in debt, and seeking riches, he goes by night unto the home of others. 

11 Sad is the gambler when he sees a matron, another's wife, and his well-ordered dwelling. 

He yokes the brown steeds in the early morning, and when the fire is cold sinks down an outcast. 

12 To the great captain of your mighty army, who hath become the host's imperial leader, 

To him I show my ten extended fingers: I speak the truth. No wealth am I withholding. 

13 Play not with dice: no, cultivate thy corn-land. Enjoy the gain, and deem that wealth sufficient. 

There are thy cattle there thy wife, O gambler. So this good Savitar himself hath told me. 

14 Make me your friend: show us some little mercy. Assail us not with your terrific fierceness. 

Appeased be your malignity and anger, and let the brown dice snare some other captive. 

Sen writes: I believe this is the first discussion in the world of the now well-known philosophical problem of the 

‘weakness of will’… It almost certainly the first invoking of a complaint about one’s mother-in-law… There is 

surely a moral there, given the wide gulf between resolve and performance to which we Indians have got used. We 

need, first, a clear-headed understanding of what ails India most and have to identify the obstacles we must overcome 

to remove our ailments. And then, equally important, we have to do just that – what we have rightly resolved to do, 

and not follow the Rig-Vedic gambler in ending up somewhere else. Even the much-feared mother-in-law would then 

have reason to look kindly at us (p. 11). This edition comprises a collection of essays written over more 

than a decade. Sen again: [T]the articles all share an interest in India seen in a non-sectarian perspective, and 

reflect a concern with equity and justice, in different areas of human life – social, political, economic, cultural, and 

intellectual (p. xxvii).  

 

Richard H. Thaler (2015). Misbehaving: How Economics Became Behavioral. 

Kahneman comments the following regarding Thaler’s best qualities: “Oh, the best thing about 

Thaler, what really makes him special, is that he is lazy”. Thaler’s response: “What? Really? I would 

never deny being lazy, but did Danny think that my laziness was my single best quality? I started 

waving my hands and shaking my head madly but Danny continued, extolling the virtues of my 

sloth. To this day, Danny insists it was a high compliment. My laziness, he claims, means I only 

work on questions that are intriguing enough to overcome this default tendency of avoiding work. 

Only Dany could turn my laziness into an asset. But there you have it. Before reading further you 

should bear in mind that this book has been written by a certifiable lazy man. The upside is that, 

according to Danny, I will only include things that are interesting, at least to me” (p. xiv).  
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George A. Akerlof and Robert J. Shiller (2015). Phishing for Phools: The Economics of 

Manipulation and Deception.  

“We wrote this book as admirers of the free-market system, but hoping to help people better find 

their way in it. The economic system is filled with trickery, and everyone needs to know that. We 

all have to navigate this system in order to maintain our dignity and integrity, and we all have to 

find inspiration to go on despite craziness all around us” (vii).  

Akerlof and Shiller have previously published together (see Animal Spirits: How Human Psychology 

Drives the Economy, and Why It Matters for Global Capitalism).  

 

Angus Deaton (2013). The Great Escape: Health, Wealth, and the Origins of Inequality 

The aim of this book is “provide an account of wealth and health around the world, focusing on 

today but also looking back to see how we got to where we are” (p. 12) and “tells stories of how 

things got better, how and why progress happened, and the subsequent interplay of progress and 

inequality” (p. 1).  

 

William Nordhaus (2013). The Climate Casino: Risk, Uncertainty and Economics for a 

Warming World.  

Nordhaus: “This book describes the science, economics, and politics involved – and the steps 

necessary to undo what we are doing”.  

 

Daniel Kahneman (2011). Thinking, Fast and Slow.  

An attempt to present a view of how the mind works: “One of the more important developments 

is that we now understand the marvels as well as the flaws of intuitive thought” (p. 10).  
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Elinor Ostrom (1990). Governing the Commons: The Evolution of Institutions for 

Collective Action. 

Bruno Frey’s evaluation in a Kyklos book review in 1992: “Ostrom’s book is an important 

contribution to the problem of Common Property Resources that is, the lack of well-defined 

property rights over a certain resource… Elinor Ostrom convincingly shows that there are many 

different viable mixtures between public and private, in particular self-organization and self-

governance by the users of the common property resource. This possibility is almost completely 

neglected in both formal (game) theory and applied policy analysis… This is modern institutional 

analysis at its best” (p. 294).  James Cox in In Honor of Elinor Ostrom (Southern Economic Journal): 

“Increasingly, from the early 1970s onward, Lin and her husband and collaborator Vincent Ostrom 

devoted their energies to organizing research projects through the research center they created, 

which is now known as The Vincent and Elinor Ostrom Workshop in Political Theory and Policy 

Analysis. This center of intellectual entrepreneurism (hereafter ‘‘the Workshop’’) has led local, 

national, and international research collaborations over extended periods to study questions 

centered on the commons and including other topics in governance and political economy. From 

the outset, the approach was interdisciplinary; the Ostroms were interested in, and encouraged 

participation by, researchers from any discipline that could contribute to understanding how real 

problems, such as the social dilemmas in appropriations from common pools, can sometimes be 

managed effectively. The research method is guided by theory from economics, political science, 

and other disciplines, but at its core the method is empirical—employing all methods of empirical 

research including laboratory experiments and applied econometrics—but its most distinctive 
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component has been long-term, large-scale field studies implemented through international 

networks of researchers instructed, led, and coordinated by Lin Ostrom” (pp. 481-482). 

 

Paul Krugman (1995). Development, Geography, and Economic Theory.  

Revised version of his Ohlin lectures: Economic Geography – the location of activity in space – is a subject 

of obvious practical importance and presumably of considerable intellectual interest. Yet it is almost completely absent 

from the standard corpus of economic theory. My main objective over the past few years has been to remedy that 

omission the only way I know how: by producing clever, persuasive models that in turn help inspire students and 

colleagues to work on the subject. But I could not help becoming interested in understanding why my profession had 

ignored the questions I was now having so much fun answering (p. viii).  

 

General Economics 

We will look into Deirdre McCloskey’s tour de force trilogy, the description of which is taken 

from here. Matt Ridley writes about the third book: “It took me two months to read this 650-page, 

small-type book, the third volume in a trilogy. In that time I read several other books, absorbing 

Bourgeois Equality in small doses on trains, ships, Tubes, sofas and beds. If that sounds like faint 

praise, it's not. I wanted to savour every sentence of this remarkable feast of prose. It is a giant of 

a book about a giant of a topic: the ‘great enrichment’ of humanity over the past 300 years. It is so 

rich in vocabulary, allusion and fact as to be a contender for the great book of the great book of 

our age. Dump your copy of Thomas Piketty and put Deirdre McCloskey on the bookshelf 

instead”.  

    

http://www.deirdremccloskey.com/
http://www.deirdremccloskey.com/books/index.php#16
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The Bourgeois Virtues: Ethics for an Age of Commerce. Vol. 1 

The story of "The Bourgeois Era" (the trilogy of which this is the first volume) is of the rise of a 

prudential rhetoric in the Netherlands and England in the 17th century, its triumph in the Scottish 

Enlightenment and American colonial thought in the 18th century, and its decline after 1848 from, 

as Shaw once called it, the Great Conversion. An ethics of the virtues, as old as Aristotle and as 

new as feminist ethics, provides a way out of the growing self-hatred of the bourgeoisie. 

"Bourgeois virtue" is not a contradiction in terms. Economists are recognizing that virtue underlies 

a market economy; economic historians have long understood so in the lives of Quakers and the 

vital few. What the social sciences have not recognized since the 18th century and its notion of 

doux commerce is that a market economy can underlie the virtues. Not all virtues. Some virtues—in 

fact the ones we celebrate in philosophy and myth—are pagan or Christian, aristocratic and 

plebian. We need new philosophies and myths, new readings of the ancient virtues, to suit a world 

in which we are all now bourgeois. 

 

Bourgeois Dignity: Why Economics Can't Explain the Modern World. 

What made us modern, and rich, was a change in ideology, or "rhetoric." First in little Holland and 

then in Britain, a new dignity and liberty for the middle class freed innovation. A unique wave of 

gadgets, and then a tsunami, raised incomes from $3 a day to $30 a day and beyond. In her brilliant, 

engaging survey of what we thought we knew about the shocking enrichment since 1776, 

McCloskey shows that the usual materialist explanations don't work—coal, slavery, investment, 

foreign trade, surplus value, imperialism, division of labor, education, property rights, climate, 

genetics. Ranging from Adam Smith to the latest theories of economic growth, she details what 

went wrong with the routine explanations. The most important secular event since the 

domestication of plants and animals depended on more than routine. It arose from liberties around 

the North Sea achieved in the civil and anti-imperial wars from 1568 to 1688, and above all from 

a resulting revaluation of bourgeois life. In recent decades China and then India have revalued 

their business people, and have thereby given hundreds of millions of people radically fuller lives. 

The modern world began in northwestern Europe, in the same way: ideas led. Bourgeois Dignity 

reshapes our thinking about economic history. It will require a reshaping of a good deal of other 

history as well, turning the story of our times away from the materialism typical of Marxist or 

economic approaches. It introduces a humanistic science of the economy—"humanomics"—



65 
 
 

directing attention to meaning without abandoning behavior, using literary sources without 

ignoring numbers, combining the insights of the human and the mathematical sciences. 

 

Bourgeois Equality: How Ideas, Not Capital or Institutions, Enriched the World. Vol. 3 

The book explores the reputational rise of the bourgeoisie, that is, a Bourgeois Revaluation 

overtaking Holland and then Britain from Shakespeare’s time to Adam Smith. It made the modern 

world, by giving a reason for ordinary people to innovate. The material changes—empire, trade—

were shown in Bourgeois Dignity (2010) to be wholly inadequate to explain the explosion of incomes 

1800 to the present. What pushed the world into frenetic innovation were the slowly changing 

ideas 1600–1848 about the urban middle class and about their material and institutional 

innovations. A class long scorned by barons and bishops, and regulated into stagnation by its very 

own guilds and city councils and state-sponsored monopolies, came to be treasured—at least by 

the standard of earlier, implacable scorn—from 1600 to the present, first in Holland and then in 

Britain and then the wider world. And when the Amsterdamers after 1600 or so, and the 

Londoners and Bostonians after 1700 or so, commenced innovating, more people commenced 

admiring them. The new valuation of the bourgeoisie, a new dignity and liberty for ordinary people 

was a change peculiar to northwestern Europe in how people applied to economic behavior the 

seven old words of virtue—prudence, justice, courage, temperance, faith, hope, and love. With 

more or less good grace the people around the North Sea began to accept the outcome of trade-

tested betterment. Then people did so in Europe generally and its offshoots, and finally in our 

own day in China and India. Most came for the first time to regard creative destruction as just, and 

were courageous about responding to it, and hopeful in promoting it. Most people, with the 

exception of the angry clerisy of artists and intellectuals (and even them only after 1848), stopped 

hating the bourgeoisie as much as their ancestors had for so very long before. Many started loving 

it. In consequence during a century or two the northwest Europeans became shockingly richer in 

goods and in spirit. That is, not economics but “humanomics” explains our riches. 
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Joel Mokyr (2002). The Gifts of Athena: Historical Origins of the Knowledge Economy 

 

William Easterlin writes: “Everyone talks about knowledge and technology, but Mokyr’s brilliant 

book is the rare exception that talks about the what, when, why, and where of the knowledge 

revolution”.  Mokyr received the 2003 Don K. Price Award for the book.  

 

Edward Glaeser (2011). Triumph of the City: How our Great Invention Makes Us Richer, 

Smarter, Greener, Healthier, and Happier26. 

 

Glaeser: My passion for the urban world began with the New York of Ed Koch, Thurman Munson, and 

Leonard Bernstein. Inspired by my metropolitan childhood, I’ve spent my life trying to understand cities. That 

question has been rooted in economic theory and data, but it has also meandered through the streets of Moscow and 

São Paulo and Mumbai, through the histories of bustling metropolises and the everyday stories of those who live 

and work in them.  

                                                           
 

26 Check out his fast-paced TED talk Our Urban Age here and his TED talk It’s Time to Embrace Our Cities here.  

https://www.economics.northwestern.edu/people/directory/joel-mokyr.html
https://scholar.harvard.edu/glaeser/home
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Ed_Koch
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Thurman_Munson
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Leonard_Bernstein
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ACqELoCQSrA
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ILDwnzQNlGc
https://www.google.com.au/url?sa=i&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=images&cd=&cad=rja&uact=8&ved=2ahUKEwj1hZvS7rfhAhXYfn0KHbPGDdoQjRx6BAgBEAU&url=https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Joel_Mokyr&psig=AOvVaw09Q74LXljP5tzK51fxOpQg&ust=1554516301935188
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Eric A. Posner and E. Glen Weyl (2018). Radical Markets: Uprooting Capitalism and 

Democracy for a Just Society.  

Book description: Many blame today's economic inequality, stagnation, and political instability on the free 

market. The solution is to rein in the market, right? Radical Markets turns this thinking on its head. It reveals 

bold new ways to organize markets for the good of everyone. It shows how the emancipatory force of genuinely open, 

free, and competitive markets can lead to greater equality, prosperity, and cooperation. Eric Posner and Glen Weyl 

demonstrate why private property is inherently monopolistic, show how the principle of one person, one vote inhibits 

democracy, and argue that every citizen of a host country should benefit from immigration―not just migrants and 

their capitalist employers. They propose leveraging antitrust laws to liberate markets from the grip of institutional 

investors and creating a data labor movement to force digital monopolies to compensate people for their electronic 

data. Only by radically expanding the scope of markets can we reduce inequality, restore robust economic growth, 

and resolve political conflicts. But to do that, we must replace our most sacred institutions with truly free and open 

competition―Radical Markets shows how.  

 

Brink Lindsey and Steven M. Teles (2017). The Captured Economy: How the Powerful 

Enrich Themselves, Slow Down Growth, and Increase Inequality 

Book description: Brink Lindsey and Steven Teles identify a common factor behind America’s slow economic 

growth and increasing inequality: breakdowns in democratic governance that allow wealthy special interests to capture 

the policymaking process for their own benefit. When the state entrenches privilege by subverting market competition, 

the tradeoff between equity and efficiency no longer holds. Freeing the economy from regressive regulatory capture will 

be difficult. Lindsey and Teles are realistic about the chances for reform, but they offer a set of promising strategies 

to improve democratic deliberation and open pathways for meaningful policy change. An original and counterintuitive 

interpretation of the forces driving inequality and stagnation, The Captured Economy will be necessary reading for 

anyone concerned about America's mounting economic problems and the social tensions they are sparking. 

 

Check out the following video for a conversation at the Stigler Center with the authors of both 

books (Eric A. Posner, E. Glen Weyl, and Brink Lindsey).  

 

http://ericposner.com/
http://glenweyl.com/
file:///H:/Mammoth%20Reading%20Group/2019/revised/Brink%20Lindsey
https://politicalscience.jhu.edu/directory/steven-teles/
https://media.chicagobooth.edu/Mediasite6/Play/acc5351a6df24592a7a0c61f1b0bf64c1d
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Raghuram Rajan (2019). The Third Pillar: The Revival of Community in a Polarised 

World27.  

James A. Robinson: My parents lived through the Great Depression, the rise of Fascism and World War II. I 

thought I was brought up in a world organised in a fundamentally different way. I was wrong. We all need to start 

thinking about this issue right now and this book is a place to begin.  

 

Michael J. Sandel (2012). What Money Can’t Buy: The Moral Limits of Markets. 

Sandel, author of Justice: “The great missing debate in contemporary politics is about the role and 

reach of markets. Do we want a market economy, or a market society? What role should markets 

play in public life and personal relations? How can we decide which goods should be bought and 

sold, and which should be governed by nonmarket values? Where should money’s writ not run?” 

(p. 11).  

 

Samuel Bowles (2016)28. The Moral Economy: Why Good Incentives Are No Substitute 

for Good Citizens.  

                                                           
 

27 See also here.   
28 Bowles was mentioned several times in Adelman’s Hirschman biography (see 2018 list). Upon Hirschman’s arrival 
in Harvard: “Harvard Economics was studded with big names… The most famous was John Kenneth Galbraith. The 
domineering figure was Gerschenkron. But there was also the ebullient Wassily Leontief and Simon Kuznets, who 
was about to win a Nobel Prize. Soon Kenneth Arrow was to join the group, also an eventual laureate. There was also 
a rising generation of brilliant younger economists who spanned the spectrum of methods, such as Michael Rothschild 
and Herbert Gintis. Samuel Bowles, hired in 1965 after having done his dissertation on Nigeria under Gerschenkron’s 
supervision but who had become more interested in operation research and mathematical modelling, was awe of his 
new colleague. This was, in short, a diverse, if rapidly evolving, group of scholars. It was also coming apart as its 
seams” (p. 417).  
“At the time, Harvard Economics was the home to a handful of well-known younger Marxist economists: Herbert 
Gintis, Samuel Bowles, and Stephen Marglin. While Hirschman seldom agreed with them, their intelligence and 
creativity engaged him. In an ambience better known for the stratification between tenured and untenured scholars, 
Bowles found Hirschman “extremely warm” and unusually solicitous. When in 1971, the gregarious Herb Gintis gave 
an opaque talk to the faculty, many of the senior economists “freaked out” Galbraith, on the other hand, was delighted 
to “have someone to my left!” (pp. 459). When Hirschman returned from Mexico, it was with Sam Bowles that he 
sorted out some of his early formulations about economic inequality’s effects on social behaviour. In February 1972, 
“Sam” (Bowles) and “Tom” (probably Schelling) joined Hirschman for lunch at the Faculty Club. In the course of 
their discussion, Hirschman turned his receipt into a graph of the “lexicographic ordering” of peoples’ preferences 
between the pleasure they get from others’ rewards versus their own. After the lunch, Hirschman went back to his 
office and scribbled his notes down on his yellow pad, giving himself a diagrammatic image to synthesize his 
ruminations for what would become one of his most influential papers, on the tolerance for inequality” (p. 459). 
“Tension ran especially high within the economics department. The faculty could not agree to a single appointment 
for three years…The mood in the department deteriorated substantially over the decision to deny tenure to Sam 
Bowles in December 1972. The faculty cleaved. Graduate students accused the senior faculty of ideological bias” (pp. 
458-460).  

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Michael_J._Sandel
http://tuvalu.santafe.edu/~bowles/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=6nZiybdAb7s
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This book is based in part on his Castle Lectures at Yale. According to Bowles, the book has been 

in the making for almost thirty years: “In case you are wondering how such a little book could take 

so long to write, the short of it is that I had a lot to learn. Here is the story in brief. When I started 

working on the cultural effects of markets and incentives in the late 1980s, I found myself writing 

abstract models, which did not allow me to say anything about what had attracted me to the 

subject: the empirical challenges of designing better policies, institutions, and constitutions. I fell 

to doing models by default; available data were inadequate to test my hypotheses about people’s 

ethical, intrinsic, and other noneconomic motivations and how they might be affected by the 

incentives, legal constraints, and the other instruments of public policy, There was even serious 

doubt – and not only among economists and biologists – whether such motives were common 

enough to warrant serious study… This started to change during the 1990s…Around the turn of 

the millennium, I took up what seemed to me the obvious next question: if, as the experiments 

appeared to show, people are more generous and civic minded than either economists or 

evolutionary biologists assumed, this posed a puzzle. Neither natural selection nor any of the then-

prominent models of cultural evolution provided a ready answer to how this could have come 

about. I began to work on the archaeological, genetic, and ethnographic evidence relevant to the 

evolution of human social behaviour. With Jung-Kyoo Choi, Astrid Hopfensitz, and Herbert 

Gintis, I developed models and computer simulations providing an account of the cultural and 

biological evolution of what Gintis and I called… A Cooperative Species, namely humanity. The 

evidence made it clear that the experimental results were not anomalies: there are good genetic and 

cultural reasons to expect ethical and generous motives to be common in human populations. It 

was time, then, to return to the challenge that had started me off and to see what implications this 

new empirical knowledge of human behaviour might hold for the design of policies and 

institutions that would work well for people given to both self-interest and generosity, both moral 

action and amorality. And so I went back to work on the project I had set aside two decades earlier 

(pp. xv-xvii).  

 

George Ainslie (1992). Picoeconomics: The Strategic Interaction of Successive 

Motivational States within the Person.  

When the gods want to punish us they answer our prayers. Oscar Wilde.  

                                                           
 

“Conversations with Gintis and especially Bowles may have rubbed some radicalism off on their senior colleague” (p. 
462).   

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/George_Ainslie_(psychologist)
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What Eve did in the Garden of Eden was not to eat the fruit of the knowledge of good and evil, but to swing on the 

universal discount curve from delayed rewards, bending it permanently from a shape that had always generated simple 

preferences to a shape that generates persistent motivational conflicts. Picoeconomics, p. 85 

 

What is Picoeconomics? Micromicroeconomics or the use of behavioural economic principles to 

analyse motivational conflict within the individual organism. According to Ainslie in his article 

Freud and Picoeconomics, this is especially applicable to situations where the organism seems divided 

(p. 11).  Robert H. Frank begins his book review with: At the Center for Advanced Study in the Behavioral 

Sciences, there is an informal volleyball game after lunch each day. I am working on a book during my sabbatic stay 

here, and in the hope of getting a draft of it finished before I leave, I have made a rule for myself not to play in this 

game more than once or twice a week. Adherence to this rule was difficult at first, but having now gotten up a good 

head of steam on the book, I have found it much easier. Yet when an unpleasant or difficult afternoon task looms, 

such as writing a referee's report or beginning work on a review essay, I am likely to backslide. Beginning work on 

this essay was especially aversive because I found it hard to adopt the requisite critical posture toward such an 

intelligent and stimulating book. And so as my deadline approached, I found myself playing much more volleyball 

than usual. And finishes with: Picoeconomics is the boldly original and important work of a man in whom its 

themes have percolated over a professional lifetime of careful observation, experimentation, analysis, and reflection. 

No serious student of human behavior can afford to ignore it. 

 

Nicola Gennaioli and Andrei Shleifer (2018). A Crisis of Beliefs: Investor Psychology and 

Financial Fragility.  

Gintis on Amazon:  

4.0 out of 5 stars 

Exciting and fact-bounded interpretation of the 2008 financial crash---but might be wrong, October 20, 2018 

Gennaiolo and Shleifer (GS) are justly eminent financial and macroeconomic economists who 

have worked long and hard (with several colleagues) to provide a cogent analysis of the financial 

crisis of 2008. Their main finding is that the dominant "rational expectations" theory is not at all 

supported from the data, and the common superficial explanations of the crisis ("too big to fail," 

"criminal banker subterfuge") are wrong. Their alternative explanation is solidily in the 

behavioralist economics camp (to which I admit proudly to belong). They suggest that investor 

beliefs are systematically biased by what psychologists Daniel Kahneman (Nobel prize winner in 

http://didattica.unibocconi.eu/docenti/cv.php?rif=154156
https://scholar.harvard.edu/shleifer/home
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economics) and Amos Tversky (wh[o] died too young to receive the prize) call the "representative 

heuristic." This failure of rational behavior leads investors to underestimate the risk of severe 

downside failure and excessively to extrapolate current trends into the future. The evidence 

certainly does suggest that some sort of "bandwagon effect" is responsible for the housing bubble 

and subsequent financial meltdown, but there is a serious objection to any explanation in terms of 

investor irrationality: rational investors should simply do better, eventually crowding out the 

incompetent. Of course, there is a whole literature on this going back to Keynes himself suggesting 

that rational investors have to be awfully well-heeled to counteract a stampede of crazies. And 

there are plenty of well-heeled rational investors. An alternative to both rational expectations and 

irrational investors that makes great sense and that I have worked on for a number of years is 

"adaptive expectations." GS use this term to mean "mechanical extrapolation", but in the 

evolutionary game theory literature the term means "try to mimic the strategy of the most 

successful agents in the economy." Adaptive expectation in this sense are rational provided we 

recognize that market economies are complex dynamic systems, so it is impossible to solve a 

plausible model of market dynamics, and hence one cannot optimize with respect to such a model. 

Adaptive expectations are the best we can do, and they obviously produce outcomes similar to 

GS's irrational beliefs model; (a) rare events are underrepresented usually because agents who plan 

for them lose; (b) the success bandwagon effect occurs because in a boom, the most successful 

agents are doing what the bubble expectations tell them to do. 

 

Andrew W. Lo (2017). Adaptive Markets: Financial Evolution at the Speed of Thought. 

Lo: “[F]inancial markets don’t follow economic laws. Financial markets are a product of human 

evolution, and follow biological laws instead” (p. 8).  

 

Sendhil Mullainathan and Eldar Shafir (2013). Scarcity: Why Having Too Little Means So 

Much.  

Thaler writes: Here is a winning recipe. Take a behavioral economist and a cognitive psychologist, each a prominent 

leader in his field, and let their creative minds commingle. Check out the following video and this one too.  

 

Iris Bohnet (2016). What Works: Gender Inequality by Design. 

Cass Sunstein’s opinion: “The best book ever written on behavioral science and discrimination”.  

https://mitsloan.mit.edu/faculty/directory/andrew-w-lo
https://www.chicagobooth.edu/faculty/directory/m/sendhil-mullainathan
https://psych.princeton.edu/person/eldar-shafir
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=GCZAZRFSCx8
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=29yi-5226rs
https://scholar.harvard.edu/iris_bohnet/home
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Uri Gneezy and John A. List (2013). The Why Axis: Hidden Motives and the Undiscovered 

Economics of Everyday Life.  

Levitt writes in his foreword: “To me, the sign of true genius is the ability to see things that are 

completely obvious but to which everyone else is blind. And by that measure, John List and Uri 

Gneezy are definitely geniuses” (p. xi). Here Gneezy presenting in Vienna.  

 

Sumit Agarwal, Ang Swee Hoon, and Sing Tien Foo (2018). Kiasunomics©: Stories of 

Singaporean Economic Behaviours.  

Synopsis: 

Have you ever wondered whether individuals born in the year of the Dragon are truly blessed? Or why you can't find 

a taxi when you need one? What about the effects of superstitious beliefs on housing prices? Kiasunomics© explores 

these issues and more in a series of stories through the lens of Teng, the protagonist of this book. Told in a 

conversational story-telling style yet grounded on rigorous research, the book explains the influences and outcomes of 

the decisions we make, using simple economic logic. 

Here an overview: 

  

 

 

https://rady.ucsd.edu/people/faculty/gneezy/
https://voices.uchicago.edu/jlist/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=miEL91Smfy4
http://www.ushakrisna.com/
http://bizfaculty.nus.edu/faculty-profiles/4-swee-hoon
http://profile.nus.edu.sg/sde/rststf/stf_rststf.htm
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Paul Oyer (2014). Everything I Ever Needed to Know About Economics I Learned from 

Online Dating29.  

Oyer: “Hopefully, by the end of this book, you too will be seeing economics everywhere in today’s 

modern information economy… search, signalling, adverse selection, cheap talk, statistical 

discrimination, thick markets, and network externalities” (p. 3).  

 

Add your book(s) 

  

                                                           
 

29 See him in action here.  

https://www.gsb.stanford.edu/faculty-research/faculty/paul-oyer
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=LmhILSGA2bA
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October 25 

The Work of Erving Goffman 

To walk, to cross a road, to utter a complete sentence, to wear long pants, to tie one’s own shoes, to add a column 

of figures – all these routines that allow the individual unthinking competent performances were attained through 

an acquisition process whose early stages were negotiated in a cold sweat.  

 

Social life is but a stage.  

 

My ultimate interest is to develop the study of face-to-face interaction as a natural bounded, analytically coherent 

field- a sub-area of sociology.  

 

 

 

As pointed out in the 2018 reading list, Schelling was very impressed by Goffman: “He was the damn best observer 

of people I have ever known”. He recollects what Goffman once said to him: “A woman can be undressed in front 

of her sister; a women can be undressed in front of her husband; but a woman cannot be undressed in front her sister 

and husband” (see conversation here, min. 14:50-22:25). He is also one of most cited social science scholars (more 

than 274,000 citations on Google Scholar and still yearly values of around 19,000 citations).  

https://www.thoughtco.com/erving-goffman-3026489
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=GVaPGKz0L1o
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/File:Erving_Goffman.jpg
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Anthony Giddens comments on Goffman (in Erving Goffman: Exploring the Interaction Order): “No 

one would question the claim that Erving Goffman was one of the leading sociological writers of 

the post-war period. His writings have been more or less universally acclaimed for their luminosity, 

their charm and their insight. Probably no sociologist over this period has been as widely read both 

by those in neighbouring social-science disciplines and by the lay public” (p. 9). 

 

Greg Smith (2006) in Erving Goffman: “Long after his death in 1982, simple mention of the word 

‘Goffman’ is enough to signify not just a subject matter but also a highly distinctive attitude and 

analytic stance toward the social world” (p. 1).  

 

Philip Manning in the Introduction to Relations in Public: “In the 1960s and 1970s, Goffman was 

the public face of interactionist sociology and perhaps of American sociology in general. He 

blended substance and style: he was a masterful sociologist who was widely admired and yet rarely 

copied” (p. xi).  

 

Philip Manning (1992) in Erving Goffman and Modern Sociology: “The idea that Goffman is central to 

sociology is mildly ironic, because he is often remembered as an outsider, a brilliant maverick, a 

one of a kind genius, a man who is ‘bleakly knowing’ about modern urban life… Goffman was 

primarily an observer of face-to-face interaction who possessed an extraordinary ability to 

appreciate the subtle importance of apparently insignificant aspects of everyday conduct… By 

scratching at the surface of many of our day-to-day routines, Goffman uncovered a machinery of 

social interaction” (pp. 1-5).  

 

Joel Best when introducing Interaction Ritual: “The enthusiasm for Goffman’s early books reflected 

the growing disenchantment with the dominant, normal-science strains of postwar sociology, 

particularly the grand theories of Talcott Parsons on the one hand, and the growing fascination 

with the quantitative analysis via survey research and experimentation on the other….Goffman 

was a minimalist, working on a small scale, and concentrating on the most mundane, ordinary 

social contacts, on ‘everyday life’… His goal was to spot elementary processes that underpinned 

all social life” (p. vii).   
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Bennett M. Berger in his forward to Frame Analysis: “More stories are told (and repeated) about 

encounters with Erving Goffman by those who knew him than about any other sociologist I can 

think of. There is a section toward the end of Frame Analysis that helps us understand why: 

… it is rare in “natural” conversation that the best answer is provided on the spot, rare 

that witty repartee occurs…. Indeed, when during informal talk a reply is provided that is 

as good as the one that could be later thought up, then a memorable event has occurred.  

Memorable events of this sort usually require memorable characters, and Goffman was surely a 

memorable character, but not only because he was typically quick with witty repartee, providing 

on-the-spot answers “as good as the one that could be later thought up.” He was a memorable 

conversationalist partly because he was also a consummate metaphysician of the banal. Goffman 

was so sensitive to the most routine sorts of social interaction that he frequently startled his friends 

and acquaintances by his detached insights into the structure of their interaction, even as it was 

being enacted with him simultaneously both participant and commentator… Early in his career he 

made his reputation by watching and listening carefully to what others said and did, and by 

reporting those observations in essays and small books. Although he deliberately resisted 

becoming a public figure, “Goffmanian” and “Goffmanesque” became adjectives sociologists 

commonly used to denote, first, an almost painfully focused attention to the microstructure of 

meanings generated by small, routine actions that most people are unaware of most of the time, 

and second, a strict ethnographic rigor in exactly describing such behaviour. Goffman’s 

descriptions were typically delivered in a crisp, deadpan style, but they more than occasionally were 

relieved by a subtle ironic edge to convey that he was indeed aware of the sometimes devastating 

character of his observations. People would occasionally become fidgety when Goffman walked 

into a room, suddenly conscious that their apparently effortless and unreflective sociability might 

unintentionally reveal something embarrassing that Goffman would delightedly comment on, or, 

like the proverbial novelist, make a mental note of to use in his next book” ((pp. xi-xii).  

 

Goffman’s Methods (Philip Manning 1992, p. 15): 

1) Extended metaphorical description; 

2) Unsystematic, naturalistic observation; 

3) Systematic naturalistic observation (ethnography).  

 

On traditional research methods in his preface of Relations in Public.  
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Erving Goffman (1959). The Presentation of Self in Everyday Life.  

The Presentation of Self in Everyday Life, his first book, is his most cited one (close to 60,000 citations). He argues 

in the Preface that the book serves as a “sort of handbook detailing one sociological perspective from which social life 

can be studied, especially the kind of social life that is organized within the physical confines of a building or plant. 
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A set of features will be described which together form a framework that can be applied to any concrete social 

establishment, be it domestic, industrial, or commercial. The perspective employed … is that of a theatrical 

performance; the principles derived are dramaturgical ones. I shall consider the way in which the individual in 

ordinary work situation presents himself and his activity to others, the ways in which he guides and controls the 

impression they form of him, and the kinds of things he may and may not do while sustaining his performance before 

them. (p. xii)”.  

 

Erving Goffman (1961). Asylums: Essays on the Social Situation of Mental Patients and 

Other Inmates.  

Goffman: “A total institution may be defined as a place of residence and work where a large 

number of like-situated individuals, cut off from the wider society for an appreciable period of 

time, together lead and enclosed, formally administered round of life” (xiii).  He looks at mental 

hospitals as one example, focusing on the world of the inmate and not the staff. Goffman aims to 

develop a sociological version of the structure of self, looking at the social life in an involuntary 

membership environment and considering the initial effects of institutionalisation on the social 

relationship the individuals possessed before becoming inmates. He also looks at the attachment 

the inmates are expected to manifest to the iron home and with the way they can introduce some 

distance between themselves and these expectations.  

 

Erving Goffman (1961). Encounters: Two Studies in the Sociology of Interaction. 

Goffman in the Preface: “The study of every unit of social organization must eventually lead to an 

analysis of the interaction of its elements…Sociologists have traditionally studied face-to-face 

interaction as part of the area of ‘collective behaviour’… crowds, mobs, panics, riots. The other 

aspects of the problem of face-to-face interaction – the units of organization in which orderly and 

uneventful face-to-face interaction occurs – has been neglected until recently” (p. 7). Here he looks 

at focused interaction which occurs when people effectively agree to sustain for a time a single 

focus of cognitive and visual attention. So here the social world - as Manning (1992) points out - 

is not a theatre but a game, meetings as moves enacted by players and the choice of game and 

rational-choice theory. This volume dates from his year spent with Thomas Schelling at Harvard.  

 

 



79 
 
 

Erving Goffman (1961). Stigma: Notes on the Management of Spoiled Identity.  

In this essay he reviews work on stigma but beyond that it is an exercise “in marking off the 

material on stigma form neighboring facts, in showing how this material can be economically 

described within a single conceptual scheme, and in clarifying the relation of stigma to the subject 

matter of deviance” (Preface). Manning (1992): “[T]his book suggests that we are all stigmatized 

in some way: we are too fat, too short, we are losing our hair, we have failed in some activity in 

which we have invested a degree of self worth, etc. As a result, we have all learned to manage 

discrediting information about ourselves” (p. 9).  

 

Erving Goffman (1963). Behavior in Public Places: Notes on the Social Organization of 

Gatherings.  

Chapter 1: The Problem: “In diagnosing mental disorder and following its hospital course, 

psychiatrists typically cite aspects of the patient’s behaviour that are “inappropriate in the 

situation.”… By and large, the psychiatric study of situational improprieties has led to studying the 

offender rather than the rules and social circles that are offended…Although this area has not 

been recognized as a special domain for sociological inquiry, it perhaps should be, for rules of 

conduct in streets, parks, restaurants, theaters, shops, dance floors, meeting halls, and other 

gathering places of any community tell us a great deal about its most diffuse forms of social 

organization” (pp. 3-4).  

 

Erving Goffman (1967). Interaction Ritual: Essays in Face-to-Face Behavior.  

What minimal model of the actor is needed if we are to wind her up, stick her in amongst her fellows, and have an 

orderly traffic of behaviour emerge? What minimal model is required if the student is to anticipate the lines along 

which an individual, qua interactant, can be effective or break down?  

Introduction: “The study of face-to-face interaction in natural settings doesn’t yet have an adequate 

name. Moreover, the analytical boundaries of the field remain unclear. Somehow, but only 

somehow, a brief time span is involved, a limited extension in space, and a restriction to those 

events that must go on to completion once they have begun. There is a close meshing with the 

ritual properties of persons and with the egocentric forms of territoriality. The subject matter, 

however, can be identified. It is that class of vents which occurs during co-presence and by virtue 

of co-presence. The ultimate behavioral materials are the glances, gestures, positionings, and verbal 
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statements that people continuously feed into the situation, whether intended or not... we need to 

identify the countless patterns and natural sequences of behaviour occurring whenever persons 

come into one another’s immediate presence… Social organization is the central theme, but what 

is organized is the co-mingling of persons and the temporary interactional enterprises that can 

arise therefrom… I assume that the proper study of interaction is not the individual and his 

psychology, but rather the syntactical relations among the acts of different persons mutually 

present to one another (pp. 1-3).  

 

Erving Goffman (1969). Strategic Interaction.  

A game-theoretically influenced analysis on communicative behaviour that “deals with the 

calculative, gamelike aspects of mutual dealings” (p. x).   

 

Erving Goffman (1971). Relations in Pubic: Microstudies of the Public Order.   

Preface: “The realm of activity that is generated by face-to-face interaction and organized by norms 

of co-mingling – a domain containing weddings, family meals, chaired meetings, forced marches, 

service encounters, queues, crowds, and couples – has never been sufficiently treated as a subject 

matter in its own right” (p. xviii). His aim in this book: “I want to focus on one issue, a conceptually 

delicate one: the connections between an element of social relationships, and public life. Attention 

will be given to those aspects of social relationships that figure when the related persons are in one 

another’s immediate presence” (p. ixx).  

 

Erving Goffman (1974). Frame Analysis: An Essay on the Organization of Experience.  

Bennett. M. Berger writes: “Goffman’s major claim to prestige as a sociological theorist. It is his 

most systematic work and an effort to fulfil his aim, stated some years earlier, to transform the 

study of interaction from a grab bag of empirical illustrations for other fields of sociology into a 

theoretical field in its own right. Goffman’s theoretical strategy was to build from his own strengths 

as an observer. He was so much the connoisseur of interaction that in order to get beyond the 

observation to the theory he had to keep revealing to himself the sources of his own insights by 

pushing his analysis to more and more abstract levels. In this way he hoped to understand how he 

managed to perceive meanings in interactions that participants themselves did not. His answer was 
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that his strengths as an observer lay in his attention less to the interaction itself than to the implicit 

rules that, by “defining the situation,” shaped the meanings generated within it” (p. xiii).  

 

Erving Goffman (1981). Forms of Talk.  

Ritualization, participation framework, and embedding and their interplay.  

Introduction: Everyone knows that when individuals in the presence of others respond to events, their glances, 

looks, and postural shifts carry all kinds of implication and meaning. When in these settings words are spoken, 

then tone of voice, manner of uptake, restarts, and the variously positioned pauses similarly qualify. As does 

manner of listening… The movement, looks, and vocal sounds we make as an unintended by-product of speaking 

and listening never seem to remain innocent…When a word is spoken, all those who happen to be in perceptual 

range of the event will have some sort of participation status relative to it. 
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November 29 

Classics 

 

No need to introduce them: 

 

Plato: Dialogues 

Aristotle: Rhetoric and Nicomachean Ethics 

Leonardo da Vinci: Notebooks 

Machiavelli: The Prince 

Nicolaus Copernicus: On the Revolutions of the Heavenly Spheres 

Michel de Montaigne: Essays 

Francis Bacon: The Advancement of Learning and Novum Organum  

Galileo Galilei: Dialogues Concerning the Two New Sciences  

Johannes Kepler: Epitome of Copernican Astronomy and The Harmonies of the World 

Isaac Newton: Mathematical Principles of Natural Philosophy 

David Hume: A Treatise of Human Nature and An Enquiry Concerning Human Understanding 

Adman Smith: The Theory of Moral Sentiments and The Wealth of Nations 

Charles Darwin: On the Origin of Species, The Descent of Man, and Expression of the Emotions in Man 

and Animals.  

William James: The Principles of Psychology and The Varieties of Religious Experience  

Sigmund Freud: A General Introduction to Psychoanalysis.  

 

 

 


	April 26 Recent Contributions: Part I
	May 31 Recent Contributions: Part II
	June 28 Recent Contributions: Part III
	July 26 Science and Knowledge
	August 30 Mind, Brian, Cognition, and Beyond
	September 27 Economics, Economics, Economics
	October 25 The Work of Erving Goffman
	November 29 Classics

