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This book is a must read for JASSS readers as
it helps to contemplate a different way to
build social science models compared to
economics and the idea of full rationality and
optimisation. Following Hayek’s in his
footstep (Hayek 1952; see also Takahashi and
Egashira 2013), this book reminds us that
human and social sciences are branches of the
cognitive theory of mind. Let us consider
economics and the famous Joan Robinson’s
sentence, which criticised “utility” for being a
circular concept: «Utility is a metaphysical
concept of impregnable circularity; utility is

the quality in commodities that makes individuals want to buy them, and
the fact that individuals want to buy commodities shows that they have
utility» (Robinson 1962, 53). Despite this strong and explicit dismiss of the
concept, the mantra of utility maximization has dominated economics and
its offshoots in other fields of human sciences.

This book provides a different perspective, classical but refreshing at the
same time. Riccardo Viale introduced himself in this book as the pioneer of
cognitivism. This is true as he is also the inventor of the term Cognitive
Economics, which means an «extreme attempt to overcome the
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epistemological bottlenecks of experimental economics and the scientific
bottlenecks of behavioural economics. Only a reformulation of the theory of
economic action according to the best models of neurocognitive sciences
can stimulate positive economics and its realistic and empirical goals» (p.
viii).

Apart from general insights, this book has several interesting contents also
for agent-based modelers: it provides a clear perspective for cognition
analysis in social sciences and a behavioral neuroeconomics synthesis,
useful to derive new bases for social simulation research.

As regards to the cognition analysis in social sciences, we can recall, as an
example, the minimal model of the social actor and rationality of beliefs (p.
111), where we can find clear hints to build the agents of our model with a
meaningful representation of their action as related to their beliefs. The
advantage is that this can be easily imported in agent-based models,
exploiting the BDI (beliefs, desires, intentions) architectures implemented
also in NetLogo (Sakellariou et al. 2008).

Considering behavioral neuroeconomics, the book mainly revolves around
neuroeconomics and behavioral finance, but this is not a limit. Let me
remind here a key passage: «Why is it important to start from the discovery
of mirror neurons to introduce the issue of neuroeconomics? Because one
of the most important cognitive functions of economic behaviour is the
attempt to understand what we can expect from other people» (p. 242).
Working in the field of agent-based models, this is an important hint!

Finally, back to Galileo: «It is a mistake to think that the formal modelling of
the phenomena excludes a realist representation of them. Galileo can teach
us something on this subject. He always looked for a realistic
representation of physical phenomena and tried to represent them beyond
the external appearances. [...] Therefore it is possible to be realistic and, at
the same time, to use mathematical modelling. The mistake is to become
prisoners of our formal models and to separate them from reality. The
mathematics is only a language to represent what exists in the external
world»(p. 178).
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As agent-based models are both a form of mathematics and realistic
representations of the world, this book is food for thought for anyone
interested in social simulation and the modeling of socioeconomic
phenomena.
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