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Cultural Models in the Blacksmith’s Interview
Introduction –

On February 10th, at the interviewer’s small house in Vista, California, the blacksmith from my previous projects agreed to an interview about his activity of blacksmithing.  During the course of the hour long interview, he talked about several subjects, ranging from procedures to wonder, and chemical properties to his motivation for choosing blacksmithing.  It is this last point that will be discussed in this paper; more specifically, the attraction of what he calls the “old ways.”  In describing his concept of the “old ways,” the blacksmith talks about the nature of past and the present and the amount of “directness” in each time period, the latter of which will be the source of the cultural models investigated below.
D’Andrade defines a cultural model as “a cognitive schema that is intersubjectively shared by a social group.”  This is a structure that is shared and interpreted by members of a group similarly, but usually not identically.  These models are used to “guide attention to components of the world and provide inferences about these components,” as well as “form a framework for remembering, reconstructing, and describing experiences,” in the words of Holland.  What follows is an examination of the cultural models present in the blacksmith’s dialogue.
Description and Analysis of Cultural Models – 
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The blacksmith informant uses several nested cultural models in his discourse regarding the topic of the past and the present.  The outermost model is the Option-to-Goal Model.  This is the idea that when people interact with the world in order to achieve some goal, they have a variety of options in doing so.  These options can either bring the agent into direct contact with their target (a person or object), or contact that is mediated by some amount of technology.  Determining the amount of technology that draws the line between these two options may require professional vision.  Each of the options, and their use of technology, leads to a value of a “directness” concept, which is explored later.  According to this cultural model, there are no limitations on what the agent’s choices are, though there is a competing force of practicality that will affect the actions taken.
This model is presented in the following section from the transcript:

“Um, if you wanted something [in the past], you made it, or you went to somebody who knew how to make it.  Uh, if you want, you know, the hammer now or a screwdriver, you go to Home Depot, pick it up, and then you walk to the self check out machine.”

There is a difference here between the past where a hypothetical person has to make or seek out someone that can make the tool, and the present where they can take advantage of the manufacturing industry and availability of a store such as the Home Depot.  Though not explicitly stated, the idea is that the only change from the past is an addition of options that were not present before, and so the old option is still valid, just not used as much.
This is where the concept of practicality comes in:

“You want to cut down a tree, you use even a chainsaw.  I mean, yeah, they’re really practical.  I’m not going to complain much about chainsaws.  But at the same time... it’s... there more and more distancing from nature, from the Earth, from reality.”


There is an implied choice in this statement that one could use an ax to cut down the tree, or trying to break it down somehow with your body, but that the chainsaw makes it easier because it is faster and more efficient.  In undertaking an activity, this cultural model is stating that there is a choice made between a variety of options.
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That each of these choices have a feeling of directness brings us to the next cultural model.  The second model is the Component-Essence Model: that the understanding of or closeness to a something
 is gained through the understanding and familiarity with the components of that something.  The more components or the more time spent
 with each component leads to a greater encompassing understanding.  The experience of the components is summed to create an overall experience.  This idea is present during the following section:
“You didn’t cut the tree, you didn’t shape the handle, you didn’t make the... you didn’t- hammer out the metal.  There’s- there’s no connection between it and what it is.”

The idea expressed here is that in order to understand something, it is important, or at least helpful, to understand the nature of the components.  Whatever is gained from dealing with the components is brought through to create greater understanding of the compiled entity.  This model is even present in the blacksmith’s highlighting aspects of communication in his discourse:
“More time spent on a phone [...] having a conversation over the phone than standing in front of them having to face them, eye to eye, person to person.  There’s something about that closeness in... proximity. [...] Even when you talk about Cognitive Science and expressions and other motions and other means of communication, more is communicated and more is received and given when you’re near a person communicating with them and talking to them.”

The Component-Essence Model is here in the idea that simply the more experience with components, whether the wood and metal of a screwdriver, or the vocalization, intonation, gestures, expressions, etc. of communication, leads to an understanding that is more essential than what can be found with just taking the manufactured item or selecting only vocal communication over the phone.
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The third cultural model is closely tied to the previous model.  I call it the Earned-Appreciation Model, where the pain and time and effort that is poured into the components, and then summed, eventually leads to an appreciation of the something.  The more effort that is taken to do something, the more “directness” is extracted from it.
Let’s take another look at this quote:

“You didn’t cut the tree, you didn’t shape the handle, you didn’t make the... you didn’t- hammer out the metal.  There’s- there’s no connection between it and what it is.  Uh, there’s no sense of reality in it.  It’s just a screwdriver, and that’s it.”

By saying this, the blacksmith is saying that in not taking the effort to do these things, to create the components and subsequent whole, results in a loss of “directness.”  Thus, if one were to do the opposite, and take all this effort, they would get the opposite result
 and achieve “directness.”  There is also an implied model of communication technology.  
“Now we have so much communication, so much, uh, technology that allows us to speak to people and communicate with people.”

Very briefly, this model assumes that communication technology exists to let two or more people communicate (“speak”) without having to physically relocate anyone.  This model is used invisibly in the blacksmith’s dialogue, but it is important because the physical relocation takes more effort than using a telephone.  And this is the effort that makes communication between people “direct” when they relocate and “indirect” when they do not.
Interweaved and Nested Models:
These cultural models are organized in a way that is both nested and dialectic.  It is impossible to fully understand any portion of this system without understanding the rest of it, but there is also a structural organization, where the Option-to-Goal Model contains the Component-Essence Model in the choice of route the agent takes.  Also, within the Component-Essence Model, how you deal with the components (if at all) is further explored by the Earned-Appreciation Model.
By taking all the effort to create or endure each component, an agent can appreciate it.  When those components are summed, and the more of them there are, the better, they create a further appreciation and so a feeling of directness.  Finally, this directness, and its importance to the agent, provides a force on the agent to comply with being more direct (which is assumed to be positive).  However, there is also the other force of practicality which usually (another assumption) opposes this view. 
Reflection: Forging unique models –

I would argue that the blacksmith has a slightly skewed version of a common cultural model, and this discourse is an attempt to explain it.  Most people would probably share a model similar to this in our culture, where dealing directly with something is better than dealing with an indirect version, but the blacksmith places special importance and weight on the idea of directness that makes it more salient.  Also, the blacksmith’s lifestyle, personality, and views lead him to have a particular professional vision that makes him draw the line of how much technological mediation is acceptable to still allow directness.  Everyone likely can draw a line of where technology takes a person too far from an object to be still considered direct, but their own views and lifestyles would lead them to have a different professional vision.  This all leads to contested vision in the profession of culture.
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� A “something” is probably not grammatically or semantically correct, but it signifies concepts, objects and people


� See next cultural model for more on this...


� This seems like a logical operation cultural model...
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