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Gerkey Post-Soviet Collectives in Kamchatka, Russia



(PG) experiment might inﬂuence participants’ choices. Although framing effects have been studied in the behavioral and experimental sciences for decades, it remains interesting. In this case, the framing is central to the very nature of the context in which people in Kamchatka live. Gerkey chose to test an unframed design of a PG game against two types of institutions that have governed production and are familiar to his participants, the sovkhoz (state farm), and the obshchina (community). The ﬁrst interesting result is that the cooperation rates are quite high, regardless of the treatment, although comparisons need to be made with caution. In particular, we should be aware that the ratio of the returns from cooperation and the returns from free riding here are rather high, since groups were of only four people who knew themselves quite well, and contributions to the public fund were doubled and distributed equally (marginal per capita return p 0.5). Even more interesting, although not discussed in much detail, is the fact that expectations were lower, on average, than actual contributions. Although I recognize from ﬁrsthand experience the effort required to conduct a ﬁeld operation like this one, one should be alert that the small sample of 70 participants limits the statistical possibilities. By sampling people in two villages, Khalino and Vyvenka, and only the former with reindeer herding economic activity, and by testing the three framings, such a small sample would limit the possibility of explaining the variability of the individual data on the common-resource problem (reindeer or salmon), the location, or the institution. The regression analysis does provide some clues, but these results still invite more discussion. The article does highlight the puzzle of why it was the unframed game that showed greater cooperation levels than the state farm, and in the lower level the community one suggested one should expect the opposite. One possible explanation is the actual decay of the Soviet-era institutions that led to a belief that community-based production would fall into the trap of free riding, and with the experiment framings of the sovkhoz or the obshchina, they were cued from experimenters coming from Western societies with market and private property rights. Here all three framings have the exact same material incentives, and with a between-subjects design different groups faced different framings. Therefore, any signiﬁcant difference could be explained in part by the framing, which affects other nonmaterial incentives. This reminded me of an experimental study conducted by Ockenfels and Weimann (1999) at the right historic moment in the recently reuniﬁed Germany. They sampled a set of students who grew up in each side of the Berlin wall. Those from the east Berlin area were less cooperative and had less solidarity than their counterparts in the West. The authors, in fact, revisited their study 20 years later and continued to ﬁnd the same gap (Brosig et al. 2011). Their design allowed them to have a better counterfactual, the west Germany students, whereas in the Kamchatka case there is not necessarily one. Maybe the detailed ethnographic work conducted by Gerkey and a com-
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parison of the interviews with people across the different treatments or framings could show some clues on how the institutions of production in the Soviet era shaped preferences for these people. The study of social norms in communities depending on natural resources and the interactions between endogenous community dynamics and state-based institutions continue to puzzle experimental research (Cardenas 2011). One more question remains for discussion. Does this framing effect help solve the question of external validity or not? It is hard to tell but worth discussing. The slim difference between the state farm and the community framing opens more questions than answers. These are very different types of institutions, the former being more top-down and the latter bottom-up in terms of how the rules and management were built and implemented, and yet the experimental behavior was quite similar, in both cases showing high levels of cooperation. Endeavors like Gerkey’s should continue in the social and behavioral sciences. Anthropologists with their tools have contributed enormously and have joined other disciplines in looking for answers to the puzzle of social dilemmas.



Christophe Heintz Department of Cognitive Science, Central European University, Nador u. 9, 1051 Budapest, Hungary (christophe.heintz@gmail .com). 5 X 12



What Can’t Be Inferred from Cross-Cultural Experimental Games People will use, in order to make sense of experimental games, their past history of interactions and their cultural knowledge of similar social situations (Heintz and Bardsley 2010). Ethnographers running experimental games have reported that subjects draw analogies with their day-to-day lives in order to make better sense of the experimental games. They use these analogies for understanding what kind of behavior is expected and to predict their partners’ decisions. Drawing on cultural information is, from the subjects’ point of view, necessary because the information needed to determine what is the right, fair, or estimable choice is not fully provided by the game, and it is only partially inferred by our intuitions of fairness (Baumard, Andre´, and Sperber 2013). What is the right amount of money to transfer so as be fair, praiseworthy, or estimable? The rather “weird” experiments need to be interpreted (Baumard and Sperber 2010), and people do that by drawing on their social experience. The consequence is that people from different cultures will interpret the experimental game they play differently; they will form different beliefs about what their partners will play and expect. Let us call the consequent variation in the decisions taken the “cultural framing effects.” There is a framing effect when one
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obtains statistically different results from psychological experiments that differ only in the way the instructions are presented to the subjects or in the setting of the experiment but not in the cost-beneﬁt structures. Framing effects signal that the decision-making process is sensitive to frame. Thus, the very same person would make different decisions if presented with one frame or another. Let us call “cultural frame” the set of information or cues that are found outside of the experiment but upon which subjects draw inferences for taking their decisions in the experiment. In analogy with framing effects, cultural framing effect denotes the variations that are caused by changing the cultural frame but keeping constant the subjects’ psychological makeup (including their social preferences) and the monetary stakes. The cross-cultural variation obtained in experimental games can result either from cultural framing effects or from cultural differences in the personality of the subjects. There are very good reasons to think that there are cultural framing effects: Gerkey’s experiments or Cronk’s (2007) provide evidence that all humans, across cultures, are sensitive to frames, and the ﬁrst paragraph of this commentary presents good reasons to think that this sensitivity extends to cultural frames. But if cross-cultural variation of experimental games’ results can be accounted for in terms of cultural framing effects, then they do not provide evidence that there are cultural variations in the personality of the subjects with regard to prosociality. The null hypothesis that people have similar propensities to trust, be generous, and cooperate across cultures is not proven false. In particular, Gerkey’s results do not demonstrate that people from Kamchatka are intrinsically more generous than others. When asked why they have been generous, subjects of Gerkey’s experiments answered that it is just the way they are. The post hoc aspect of the interviews together with the fundamental attribution error makes their answer unsurprising. It should not lead social scientists to make the same error and ascribe their behavior to personality traits rather than to the external conditions causing cultural framing effects. With this in mind, what is the value of the external validity that Gerkey has assessed? Gerkey shows that he obtained externally valid data: there is a similarity between behavior in the experiments and behavior in some standard social context of Kamchatka. This, however, is of interest only if it forms a basis for externally valid theories—theories that, explaining behavior in the lab, are sufﬁciently powerful to also explain behavior in the ﬁeld. Gerkey’s paper shows that ethnographic data can help explaining laboratory data but not the reverse. Ethnography can help explaining decisions in the lab because subjects of experiments use their cultural knowledge for inferring information that they deem relevant for playing experimental games. The reverse, data on behavior in labs helping to explain variations of cooperative behavior across cultures, would be obtained if game experiments would reveal that people from Kamchtaka (or some other culture) are more inclined to cooperate. This inclination could then by hy-



pothesized to results from internalized cultural norms and be the cause of more cooperation in day-to-day life. But this line of reasoning is ﬂawed: Kamchatka’s higher contribution can be due to cultural framing effects rather than stronger propensities to be generous that carry over across conditions— from the lab to all sorts of conditions in natural settings. Another line of reasoning might provide explanatory value to cross-cultural variation of behaviors in experimental games. If this variation is understood as cultural framing effects, then one can hypothesize that cultures with high contributions in experimental games include more or stronger prosocial norms, which frame the experiment. Cultural framing effects thus provide information about norms of cooperation in diverse cultures. However, even this modest information should not be overestimated: First, the framing norms can be related to speciﬁc types of interactions (such as “pay your tram ticket”) rather than general norms of interactions (such as “be generous”). They might indicate the type of interactions there are, but not, if there is such a thing, a general level of cooperation. In particular, higher contributions in experimental games might result from cultural frames made of norms regulating exchange with anonymous individuals, as is common in Western industrialized societies. Second, the existence of norms says little about why people come to abide by the norms. In particular, the framing norms need not be internalized values; it is sufﬁcient that they are known for them to have framing effects. This is what Cronk and Wasielewski’s experiment demonstrates: US Americans, after only reading about an unfamiliar norm regulating giving—the Osotua of the Masai—are subject to framing effects (Cronk and Wasielewski 2008). The Osotua norm was not internalized, and it most probably did not change the social behavior of the subjects once out of the lab, yet it nonetheless acted as a factor of decision in the experimental game. This suggests that cross-cultural variations in experimental games result more from efforts to coordinate on mutually satisfactory outcomes, which depend on what others will do and what they will expect from their partners, than from variations in prosocial dispositions.



Benjamin Grant Purzycki and Richard Sosis Centre for Human Evolution, Cognition, and Culture, 1871 West Mall, Vancouver, British Columbia V6T 1Z2, Canada (bgpurzycki @alumni.ubc.ca)/Department of Anthropology, University of Connecticut, Storrs, Connecticut 06269-2176, U.S.A. (richard.sosis @uconn.edu). 16 IX 12



The target article is a welcome case study of the cooperative behavior of a population from the Russian Far East. The key results are (a) Kamchatkans gave signiﬁcantly more in the public goods game than typically found elsewhere in the world and (b) how the game was framed signiﬁcantly affected performance in the game. Of the former result, Gerkey states that the ﬁshing and reindeer herding modes of subsistence
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