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about similarities and differences across cultural communities in how peo-
ple learn and develop. They discuss concepts to relate individual and cul-
wural processes, expanding on the overarching orienting concept: that hu-
mans develop through their changing participation in the socioculwural

activities of their communities, which also change.

2

Development as
w\.m.ﬁi\@x:ﬁx.qx of Participation

in Cultural Activities

Some decades ago, psychologists inrer ed in how culwural processes con-

tributed to human thinking were puzzled by what they observed. Their puz-

Acment came from trying to make sense of the everyday lives of the peo-
ple they visited by using the prevailing concepts of human development
and culture. Many of these rescarchers began o search for more useful ways

to think about the reladon of culture and individual funciioning,

In this chaprer, T discuss why then-currentideas of the relation be-
tween individual and cultural processes made these resea chiers” observa-
tions puzzling. A key issuc was that “the individual™ was assumed o be
separate from the world, cquipped with basic, general characieristics that

@

ly “influenced™ by culrure, An accompanying problem

might be sccond
was that “culture” was often thoughr of as a static collection of charac-
teristics. After examining these assumptions, | discuss dhe cultural-historical
theory that helped o resolve the rescarchers” puzele, focusing on my own
version of it In my view, human developmentis a process in which peo-
ple transform through their ongoing participation in culrural activites,
which in wirn conuribute 1o changes in their culuural COMMIUNIUCS ACTOSS
generations.

Together, Chapters 2 and 3 argue for coneciving of people and cultural
communitics as mutually creating cach other. Chapuer 2 focuses on con-
cepts for relating cultural processes o the development of individuals,

Chaprer 3 addresses the companion issue of how we can think of culural

3
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communitics as changing with the contributions of successive generations

of people.

A Logical Puzzle for Researchers

North American and Furopean cross-cultural psychologists of the 1960s
and 19708 brought tests of children’s cognitive development from the
United States and Europe to foreign places. These tests were ofren derived
from Jean Plaget’s stage theory or were tests of classification, logic, and
memory.

[he aim was to use measures of chinking that bore licde obvious rela-
tion to people’s everyday lives, to examine their ability independent of their
background experience. So rescarchers asked people to say whether quan-
tities of water changed when poured into different-shaped beakers, to sort
unfamiliar Agures into categories, to solve logic problems that could only be
solved with the stated premises rather than using, real-world knowledge, and
1o remember lists of nonsense syllables or unrelated words.

The idea was that people’s “oue” competence, which was assumed 1o

nnderlic their everyday performances, could be discerned using novel prob-

lems that no one had been taught how o solve. Peoples level of compe-
tence was regarded as a general personal characteristic undedying widely
different aspects of their behavior without variation across situations, The
tests sought to determine general stages of thinking or general abiliry 0
classify, think logically, and remember. Some individuals (or groups) were
cxpeeted to be at “higher” stages or to have better classification, logical, and
memory abilities---in general - - than other people. Cross-cultural rescarch

was used to examine, under widely varying circumstances, whar environ-

mental factors produced greater “competence

The puzzle was that the same people who performed poorly on the

scarchets’ tests showed impressive skill in reasoning ot remembering (or
other cognitive skills that the wsts were supposed o measure) outside of the

16

sitation. For example, Michacl Cole noted that in a communiry in
which people had great difficulty with machematical tests, great skill was
apparent in the markerplace and other local serrings: “On waxi-buses [ was
often outhargained by the cabbies, who seemed ro have no difficulry caleu-
laring miles, road quality. quality of the car'’s tires, number of passengers,
and distanee” (1996, p. 74).

With the assumption that cognition is a general competence charac-
terizing individuals across siunations, such unevenness of performance was

puzzling. "To try to resolve the difference in apparent “ability™ across situa-

tons, rescarchers h

st tried making the content and format of the rests

Development as Participation

more familiar, to find “truer” measures of underlying competence. Researchers

B

also tried parceling competence into smaller “domains,” such as biological
knowledge and physical knowledge or verbal and nonverbal skills, so thar
the discrepancices across situations were not as great. (This remiains an active
approach in the ficld of cognitive development.)

Researchers also began 10 notice thar although the w

S were not
supposed to relate to specific aspeets of people’s experience, there were
links between performance on the tests and the extent of experience with
Western schools and literacy. [t was tempting to conclude thac school or
literacy makes people smarter, but the rescarchers” everyday observations
challenged chat interpretation. Instead, rescarchers such as Sylvia Scrib-
ner and Michael Cole and their colleagues began o study the specihic
connections between performance on tests and experience in school. (In
Chapter 7, on culture and thinking. 1 focus in more detail on this re-
scarch and the findings.)

5

An Fx

nple: “We always speak only of what we see’

An example of a logical problem will serve to ilfustrate the connection be-
rween schooling and test performance. A common test of logical thinking
is the syllogism, like those employed during the 1930s by Alexander Luria.
In Luria’s study, an interviewer presented the following syllogism to Cenrral
Asian adules varving in literacy and schooling;

In the Far North, where there is snow, all bears are whire. Novaya
Zemlyais in the Far North and there is ahways snow there, What
color are the bears there?

Luria reported that when asked o make inferences on the basis of the
premises of syllogisms, literate interviewees solved the problems in the de-
sired manner. However, many nonliterate interviewees did not. Here is the
response of a nonliterate Central Asian peasant who did not treae the syl-
fogism as though the premises constituted a logical relation allowing an
inference:

“We always speak only of what we see; we don't ralk about what
we haven'r seen.”
[The interviewer probes:] But what do my words imply? [ The svllo-
gism is repeated.]
“Well, it’s like chis: our tsar isn't like yours, and vours isn't like
ours. Your words can be answered only by someone who was
there, and if a person wasn't there he can't say anything on the
basis of your words.”
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{I'he interviewer continues:] But on the basis of my words. ~in the
North, where there is always snow, the bears are white, can you
gather whart kind of bears there are in Novaya Zemlya?
“If 4 man was sixty or cighty and had scen a white bear and had
told about it, he could be believed, but I've never seen one and
hence Tean'e say. Thats my last word. Thosc who saw can tell,
and those who didn't sce can’t say anything!™ (At this point a
vounger man volunteered, “From your words it means that bears
there are white.”)
[Tnterviewer:] Well, which of you is right?
“\What the cock knows how to do, he does. Whae I know, |
sav, and nothing beyond that!”™ (1976, pp. 108--109)

This peasant and the interviewer disagreed about what kind of evidence is
acceptable as ruth, The peasant insisted on firsthand knowledge, perhaps
trusting, the word of a reliable, experienced person, But the interviewer
tried 1o induce the peasant to play a game involving cxamination of the
(ruth vilue of the words alone. The nonliterate peasantargued thar because
he had noc personally seen the event, he did not have adequate evidence,
and implied that he did noc think that the interviewer had adequate evi-
dence cither, When the schooled young man made a conclusion on the
basis of the unverified premises stated in the problem, the nonlirerate man
implicd that the younger man had no business jumping to conclusions.
Like this peasant, many other nonliterate interviewees refused to accept
that the major premise is a “given” and prowested dhac they “could only
judge what they had seen” ot “didn’t wanc wo lie.” (This pavern has been
replicated i other places by Cole, Gay, Glick, & Sharp, 19715 Yobih, 1979;
Seribnet, 1975, 19773 Sharp, Cole, & Lave, 19795 and Tulvisie, 1991.) If non-
literate interviewees were not required to state the conclusion, bur were
asked instead o evaluate whether the hypothetical premises and a conclu-

sion stated by the researcher fic- logically, then they were willing to consider

such problems as self-contained logical units (Cole ctal., 1971).

The argument of the nonliterate peasant studied by Luria shows quite ab-
stract reasoning regarding what one can use as evidence, Indeed, Luria noved
that nonliterate peoples reasoning and deduction followed the rules when
dealing with immediate practical experience; they made excellent judgments
and drew the implied conclusions, Their unwillingness o urear syllogisms as
logical problems is not a failure w think hypothetically. An interviewee ex-
plained his reasoning for not answering a hypothetical question: “If you know
aperson, if a question comes up about him, you arc able to answer” (Scribner,
1975, 1977). He reasoned hypothetically in denying the possibility of reasoning,

hypothetically about information of which he had no experience.

[ i it Sl ARl bR Al o dchis

Syllogisnis represent a specialized language genre that becomes casier to

handle with praciice with this specialized form of problem (Scribner, 19
In school, people may become familiar wich dhis genre through cxpericnce
with story problems in which the answer must be derived from the stace

ments in the problem. Swudenus are supposed not 1o question the truth of
the premises but to answer on the basis of the stated “faces.”

Being willing to accept a premise that one cannou verify, and reasoning
from there, is characteristic of schooling and literacy. This commonly used
test of logical “abiliey” thus reflects racher specific aining in a language
format that rescarchers are likely to take for granted. as highly schooled in-

dividua.s themselves, The puszles questioned assumptions of genceraliy.

Researchers Questioning Assimptions

Cultural rescarchers sought aliernative ways to think about the relarionship
of individual development and eulwural processe CThe assumption that the
characteristics ol both children and cultures were general scemed ro be part
of the problem.

The researchers became suspicious of the idea that children progress
through monolithic, gencral stages of development. They noted that peo-
ple’s ways of thinking and of relaring 1o other people are in fact not broadly
applied in varying circumstances.

Rescarchers also noticed similar shortcomings in ireating culrure as a
monolithic entivy. The effecef being a “member of a culture™ had been as-
sumed 1o be uniform across both the members and the situations in which
they functioned. For example, whole cultural groups were sometimes char-
acterized as oral, complex, or interdependent (in different rescarch wradi
tions). When rescarchers saw that members of a community often ditfered
from cach other on such dimensions and that the dimensions scemed to
apply more in some circumstances than others, this called into question the

wholc business of uying w discern the “essence of a culture.

Currently, scholars think about the relation of individual development
and culwral processes ina variety of ways that uy 1o look more specifically
ar individual and culural aceributes. Our understanding has beneficed from
atcempts 1o make more fine-grained analyses of individual characteristics,

domains of thinking,, and cultural awributes.

L

Flowever, | believe that some of the problems that remain require re-
thinking our basic ideas about the relacion berween individuals and cultural

communitics. 1 argue against the still common approach of weating indi-

%
viduals as entivies separate from culuural processes, existing independentdy

of their cultural communitics. Such approaches look for how “culure” ex-

erts “influence™ on the otherwise generic “child

e s
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The remainder of this chapter focuses on how we can coneeptualize
human development as a cultural process in which all children develop as
participants in their cultural communities. First I presene several approaches
that have been quite influential and helpful: the work of Mead, the Whit-
ings, and Bronfenbrenner. Then Largue that we can solve some problems
by discarding the often unspoken assumption that individual and culuire
are separate entdies. with the characteristics of culrure “influencing” the
characteristics of individuals.

Many rescarchers, including mysclf, have found the culvural-historical
theory proposed by Lev Vygotsky to be quite helpful, and in recene decades
many scholars have built on his theory. Vygotsky's influential book Mind in
Saciety {1978) was introduced to the English-speaking world by some of the
samc rescarchers (including Cole and Seribner) who scruggled with the puz
7le of people’s varied performance on cognitive tests and everyday cognitive
activities. Vyvgousky's theory helped connect individuals” thinking with cul
waral traditions such as schooling and liceracy.

In the fast parcof this chapeer, T deseribe my approach, which butlds
on the prior work. T conceive of development as transformation of peoples
participation in ongoing sociocultural activities, which themselves change

with the involvemenr of individuals in successive gencerations,

Concepts Relating Cultural
and Individual Development

Margaret Mead’s pioncering work demonstrated how passing moments of
shared activity, which may ot may not have explicit lessons for children, are
the macerial of development. Her careful observations of filmed everyday
events, long before the introduction of porrable videotape technology,
helped to reveal culeural aspects of individunal acts and interactions. Several
related lines of investigation have provided models to help rescarchers think

about the relation ol individual development and cultural processes.

‘lwo key approaches, Whiting and Whiting's psycho-cultural model
and Bronfenbrenner's ecological system, will serve the purpose of describ-
ing how the relacionship has been conceprualized. Several other currentap-
proaches, including cultural-historical perspectives, build on the work of
these pioncers, [n this sccrion, 1 describe some of the ideas offered by these

modcls. They have provided key concepes and sparked pachbreaking

search, However, [ want to raise a concern that the ways the models have di-
agrammed the relation betwveen the individual and the world lead us, perhaps

unintentionally, ro a limiting view of individual and culweal processes—as
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separate entitics. My conceru is relevant to most diagrams relating,

ual and cultural processes throughout the social sciences,

Whiting and Whiting's Psycho-Cultiral Model

Beatrice Whiting and John Whiting (r9775) provided a “psycho-cultural
model” of the relations beeween the development of individuals and fe:
cures of their immediate environments, social partners, and institutional
and culrural systems and values, This perspeetive seresses thac understanding
human development requires detailed understunding of the siruations in
which people develop- the inumediate situations as well as the less imme-
diate cultural processes in which children and their pariers (and their an-
cestors) participate,

The Whitings urged a deeper unders

nding of culuural processes than
is often the case in stadies that simply relate children’s development o broad
categories such as culrure, social class, and gender. Bearrice Whiding (1976)
pressed scholars to “unpackage” these variables rather than treating them as
broad packages of unanalyzed “independent variables” She emphasized
that the cast of characiers and settings in which children act are exureniely
influcatial in determining their course of development.

\Whiring and Whiting's modcl (sce figure 2.1) presented human devel-

FIGURE 2.1
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opment as the product of a chain of social and calrural circumsrances sur-
rounding the child. “The chain began with the environment (including
the dimare, flora and fauna, and terrain} and led o the history (including
migrations, borrowings, and inventions). This in tarn led to the group’s
maintenance systems (subsistence patterns, means of production, settlement
patterns, social structure, systems of defense, law and social control, and di-
vision of labor). This led to the child’s learning environment, which con-
sisted of their routine setrings, carctakers and reachers, rasks assigned, and

mother’s workload. Then the chain arrived ac the individual, including the

innate needs, drives, and capacities of the infant as well as learned behav-
toral styles, skills, value priorities, conflices, and defensces.

The Whitings” model contained aser of assumprions regarding the un-
derlying direction of causality, with arrows leading from the environment and
history to the child’s learning environment ro the individual's development.
Whiting and Whiting (1975) assumed that mainrenance systems determine o
a large exeent the learning environment in which a child grows ap, and the
learning environment influences the childs behavior and development,

These assumptions provided Whiting and Whiting and their rescarch
team with a framework thar allowed important advances in undersianding
culture and child development in their landmark Six Crlewres Study (1975).
Their tocus on the childs learning environment produced key research
indings in the study of the cultural aspects of human developmene. My
own worl has been heavily influenced by the Whirings' ideas, and their re-
search can be seen throughout this book.

However, the form of their diagram carries implicic assumptions that
tend to constrain how we think about the relation of individuals and cul-
tural practices, in unintended ways. The categories composing the chain are

treated as independent entities, and the arrows indicate that one entity

"

causes the next. Thus individual and cultural processes are treated “as if
they exist independently of cach ocher, with individual characteristics cre-

ated by cultural characeristics,
Bronfenbrenner’s Feological System

Lrie Bronfenbrenner’s ecological perspecive has also contributed impor-
tant ideas and research on culwaral aspects of human development. Bron-
fenbrenner’s model takes a different form from that of Whiting and Whit-
ing. but it raises similar questions about veating individual and cultural
Processes as separate entitics,

Bronfenbrenner stressed the interactions of a changing organism in a

changing environment, In his view, the environment is composed of onc’s
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immediate setrings as well as the social and culwral contexts of relations

among different seutings, such as home, school, and workplace. Bronfen-
brenner was interested inspecifying the propertics and conditions of the so-
cial and physical environments thar foster orundermine development within
people’s “ceological niches™ Te defined the ccology of human development

as involving

the progressive, mutual accommodation between an active, growing,
human being and the changing properties of the immediate settings
in which the developing person lives, as this process is affected by re-
lations berween these settings, and by the larger contexts in which the

mc:_:mv are embedded. {1979, p.21)

Although this definition states that the person and the sereings are nin-
tually involved, elsewhere individuals are treated as products of cheir im-
mediate sertings and “larger” contexts. Bronfenbrenner deseribed his eco-
logical system as being composed of concentric circles, like Russian nesting,
dolls in which a small figure nests inside a larger onc inside a still larger one,
and so on (sce ligure 2.2a).

Like the diagram in Figure 2.1 of categories connecred by arrows, Bron-
fenbrenner’s proposal of concentric circles carries the same implicit assump-
tions about the relation of individual and culrural processes: Individual and

,

“larger” contexts are conccived as existing separatcly, definable independ-

FIGURE 2.2A

Bronfenbrenner likened his ccological system 1o Russian nesting dolls,
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Bronfenbrenner’s nested ceological system as interpreted in Mic
Coles 1996 extbook.

enty of cach other, related in a hicrarchical fashion as the “larger” contexss

affecr the “smaller™ ones, which in turn afteet the developing person.

In Bronfenbrenner's system, the smallest, central circle is closest w the
individual’s immediate experiences (see figure 2.2b). Ourer cireles refer o
seutings thae exert an influence less direetly (through cheir impact on oth-
ers), without the individual’s direct participation in them. The system s

divided into four aspects of the ccology in which individuals function: m

crosystems, mesosystems, exosystems, and macrosystems. Although 1 am
concerned with how the four systems refate, Bronfenbrenner articulation
of vach of these systems is a valuable contribution:

Microsystems, according to Bronfenbrenner, are the individuals imme-

Development as Participation

diare experiences—the settings comtaining the child and others, such as
home and school. One of the basic unies at the level of microsystems is the
dyad (that is, the pair); dyads in ruen relate to larger interpersonal scrucuures
such as uiads (diree-person systems, such as mother-father-baby). Even in
the most immediate seutings, individuals and dyads are crucially dependen:
on third partics and larger groups.

Mesosystems, in Bronfenbrenner’s approach, are the relations among the
microsyscems in which an individual is involved, for example, the comple-
mentary or conflicting practices of home and school. Mesosystems involve
relations berween and among systems— two or three or morte in relation,
Bronfenbrenner made the very importanr point that any one sctting (such
as the home) involves reladons with others (such as school or a religious in-
stitucion). He emphasized the overlaps and communication between set-
tings and information in cach scuing about the other. The analysis of ineso-

systems mm(ﬁm ::_uo_.—m:nc o A_:OJ,_‘WC_; m:h__ as 5;81?% ayoung person

enters anew sicaation (such as school or camp) alonc or in the company of

familiar companions, and whether the young person and companions have
advance information about the new sctting before they enter. Bronfen-
brenner stressed the importance of ccological transitions as people shift
roles ov setrings (for example, wirh che arrival of a new sibling, enry inco
school, graduaring, finding a job, and marrying).

Exosystems relate the microsystems in which children are involved to
settings in which children do not direetly participate, such as parents” work-
places il children do not go there. Although children’s immediace environ-
ments, in which they paricipate dircetly, are especially potenr in influenc-
ing, their development, Bronfenbrenner argued that seuings dhar children
do not experience direetly are also very influcntial. He referred especially 1o
the role of parents” work and the communiey’s organization: Whether par-
ents can perform effectively within the family depends on the demands,
stresses, and supports of the workplace and extended family. The direer im-
pact on children of parents’ child-rearing roles is influenced by such indi-

rect factors as Mexibility of parents” work schedules, adequacy of child care
arrangements, the help of friends and family, the quality of health and so-

cial services, and neighborhood safety. Aspects as removed as public policies

affect all chese facrors and are part of the exosystem of human development,

Macrosystems are the ideology and organization of pervasive social in-

stitutions of the culture or subculture, Refe

ring to macrosystems, Bron-
fenbrenner staced:

Within any culture or subculture, scttings of a given kind- -such as

homes, streets, or ofhces ——tend o be very much alike, whereas be-

4
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eween culeures they are discinedy different. Teis as ift within cach soci-
ety or subculeure there existed a blueprint for the organization of
every type of setting. Furthermore, the blueprine can be changed,
with the result chat the structure of the scttings in a society can
become markedly altered and produce corresponding changes in be-
havior and development. (1979, p. 4)

Bronfenbrenner’s approach makes several key contributions; in partic-
ular, it emphasizes studying the relarions among the multiple sectings in
which children and their families are directly and indirectly involved. The
idea of examining how children and familics make transitions among their
different ceological settings is also extremely important. Nonerheless, the
separation into nested systems consrrains ideas of the relations berween in-

dividual and cultural processes.

Descendents

The ideas and research of the Whitings and Bronfenbrenner have provided
very important guidance for the whole ficld of work on culture and human
development. My own research and ideas are dircet descendents from chis
family of work, intermarricd with cultural-historical idcas.

Several other approaches, influenced by the ideas of the Whitings,
Bronfenbrenner, and others, focus on ecological niches as a way of thinking
about the relation of individuals and communities. Tom Weisner, Ron Gal-
limore, and Cathic Jordan (1988) emphasized imporant features ot chil-
dren's daily routines for undersranding culeural influences:

The personned who are available and inreracring with children
The motivations of the people involved

Cultural “scripts” used by people to guide the way they do things
The type and frequency of tasks and activitics in daily routines
The culeural goals and beliefs of the people involved

Charles Super and Sara Harkness (1997) {focused on the relations
among children’s dispositions and three subsystems of the developmenual
niche:

T'he physical and social sewdings in which the child Tives

The calurally regulaced customs of child care and child rearing

"The psychology of the caregivers (including parental beliefs regarding
the nature and needs of children, goals for rearing, and shared

understandings about cffective rearing techniques)

LIRUIOPpIERT al I"ariitipuiion
Issues in Diagramming the Relation
of Individual and Cultiral Processes

In extbooks and scholarly treatses ina number of social science ficlds, the

relation between individual and culwral processes is still commonly dia-

‘grammed using entities connected by arrows or contained in concentric cir-

cles (like fgures 2.5 and 2.2).

Uhese ways of sketching ideas are so familiar that social scienrists may
not question the assumprions they embody. Visual tools for communicat-
ing theoretical ideas constrain our ideas, ofren without our noticing the
constraints. | think it is important wo revise the diagrams o be able w rep-
resent the idea that culeural and personal processes creare cach other.

Boxes-and-arrows or nested-circles diagrams consuain our concepts by
separating petson and culwire into stand-alone entities, with culeure influ-
encing the person (o, in some models, with the two entities interacing).
Figures 2.0 and 1.2 porray the individual as separate from the environment
(and therefore “subject” o is influences), The separation appears in the
unidirectional causal chains between prior and larer variables in the Whit-
ings model and in the hicrarchical nesting of the inner system, dependent
on those owside it in Bronfenbrenner's ccological theory.

Behavior (or chought) is often sated as the “ontcome” of independent

culeural variables, The “influence” of culture on individuals has frequenty
been studicd by “measuring” some characteristics of culuure (such as the
complexity of social organization in the society) and some characteristics of
individuals (such as personality characieristics or measures of intelligence),
and then correlating them, This contrasts with approaches that examine the
conrriburions of individuals and culrural pracrices as they lunction together
in mutually defining processes.

Diagrams scparating the individual and the world are so pervasive in
the social sciences that we have difficulty finding other ways o represent
our ideas. The Whitings and Bronfenbrenner may nor themselves have
been rightly wedded to the ideas that [ suggestare implicd by the forms of
the diagrams. Ina later work, Whiting and Edwards (1988) referred less to
causal chains than in the 1975 work in examining associations between gen-
der differences and the company children keep, though sull with an aim ol
determining how sctrings influence individual development. Similarly, Bron-
fenbrenner's nesting-doll image was accompanied by the stitement thatin-
dividuals and rheir sertings are related through progressive, mutual accom-
modation.

Because | am inrerested in visual representations as tools for thought,

| am secking other ways to poruray the mutual relationship of culware
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and human devclopment, avoiding the idea thar cither occurs alone
{wirhout the contributions of the other) or that one produces the other.
After deseribing the ways that socioculeural-historical theory treats the
relation of individual and culcural processes, T provide some diagrams ro
portray development as a process of changing participation in sociocultural

activities

Sociocultural-Historical Theory

Many 1escarchers interested in culwure and development found in che wric-
ings ol Lev Vygotsky and his colleagues a theory thad laid the groundwork
10 help integrate individual development in social, cultural, and historical
context. In contrast to theories of development that focus on the individual
and the social or cultural context as separate entities (adding or multiplying,
one and the orher), the cultural-historical approach assumes that individual
development must be understood in. and cannot be separated from, ics so-

1L and calearal-historical context.! According to Vygotsky's theory, the ef-

forts of individuals arc not scparate from the kinds of activities in which

they engage and the kinds of institutions of which they are a part.

Vygotsky focused on cognirive skills and rheir reliance on culural in-
ventions such as literacy, mathematics, mnemonic skills, and approaches to
problem solving and reasoning (Laboratory of Comparative Human Cog-
nition, 1983; Vygotsky, 1978; Wertsch, 1979). In this view, thinking involves
learning o use symbolic and material culeural tools in ways that are specific
to their use. This was exemplified by work demonstrating chat experience
with literacy promoted particular skills in its use, rather than promoting
general cognitive advances (Scribner & Cole, 1981).

Vygotsky argued rhat children learn o use the tools for thinking pro-
vided by culture through their interactions with more skilled partners in the
zone of proximal development. Through engaging with others in complex
thinking chat makes use of culwural tools of thoughe, children become able
to carry out such thinking independenty, transforming the cultural cools of
thought to their own purposes. Interacrions in the zonc of proximal devel-

opment allow children o participace in activitics that would be impossible

1, sociohisto

terchangyeably as the soctocultu

vis approach is referred to

scholarly work continues to examine and extend the carly twenticth-

pro.

centry insights of Vypowsky, Luria, Leont'ev, and other Soviet scholars such as Bakhrin and

especially Bakburst, 1995 Cole, 1995, 19965 Kozulin, 1990z van der Veer & Valsiner,

1991, 1998,

Development as Participation
for them alone, using cultural wols that themselves must be adapred 1o the
specific activiry at hand.

Cultural cools thus are both inherited and transformed by successive
generations, Culrure is nor static; it is formed from the efforts of people
working rogether, using and adapting material and symbolic tools provided
by predecessors and in the process creating new ones.

Development over the life span is inherently involved with historical
developments of both the species and cultural communitics, developments
that occur in everyday moment-by-moment learning opportunitics. Devel-
opment occurs in different time frames - -at the pace of species chang,
community historical change, individual lifetimes, and individual learning
moments (Scribner, 1985; Wertsch, 1985). These four developmeural levels,
ac different grains of analysis, provide a helpful way of thinking about the
murually constituting nature of cultural and biological processes and the
changing nature of culture, discussed in more depth in the next chaprer.

Scholars arc working on a coherent family of sociocultural-historical
rescarch programs and theories inspived by Vygotskian cultural-historical
theory, along with related ideas emerging from several other theoretical tra-
ditions (sce Goodnow, 1993: Rogoft & Chavajay, 1995). The theory of John
Dewcy (1916) also complements Vygouskian ideas and has helped a number
of sociocultural scholars ro further develop these ideas. In addition, work
on communication in everyday lives in different communities has con-
tributed important concepts for thinking about individual and culrural as-
pects of development (Erickson & Mohatt, 1982; Goodwin, 1990; [cath,
1983, 19894, 1991; Mchan, 1979; Miller, 1982; Ochs, 1988, 1996; Rogoff ¢t al.,
1993; Schic ffelin, 1991: Watson-Gegeo & Gegeo, 1986b).

The related proposals for sociocultural theory represent a general agree-
ment that individual development constitutes and is constituted by social
and culrural-historical activities and practices. In the emerging sociocultural
perspeetive, culture is not an entity chat snfluences individuals. Insiead, peo-
ple contribute to the creation of culrural processes and cultural processes
contribure to the creation of people. Thus, individual and cultural processcs
are mutually consiituting rather than defined separacely from cach orher.?

“Retated though hewerogencous sociocultural proposals include the work of Bruner, 1990

Cole, 1990, 1996; Engestrém, 1990: Goodnow, 1990; Heath, 1983 Hutchins, 19913 John-Steiner,
& Good-
now, 1995; Ochs, 1988, 1996: Rogoft, 1990, 1998; Schicflelin, 1991; Scribner, 1985, 1997 Serpell, 1993
Shweder, 1991; Shweder, Goodnow, Hatano, LeVine, Markus, & Miller, 1998; Valsiner, 1987, 1994,

1985; Laboratory of Comparative Human Cognition, 1983; Lave & Wenger. 19913 M

2000; Wenger, 1999; Wertsch, 1991, (See also the journals Mind, Cudtre, and Aceivity and Culrioe

& Pryeholog ) Although my version of the socioculw perspective has a great deal in common

with other versions, there are also important differences that are heyvond the scope of this overview.
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RAL NATURE OF HUMAN DEVELODPM

Development as Transformation of Participation
in Sociocultural Activity

In my own work, emphasize that human development is a process of peo-
ples changing participation in soctocultural activities of thelr communitics.
People contribute to the processes involved in sociocultural acrivitics ar
the same time that they inherir practices invented by others (Rogoft, 1990,
1998).

Rather than individual development being influenced by (and influ-
encing) culuure, from my perspective, people devclop as they parricipate in
and conuibute to culeural acrivities thar themselves develop with the in-
volvement of people in successive generarions. People of cach generation,
as they engage in sociocultural endeavors with other people, make use of
and extend culeural tools and practices inherited from previous gencrations.
As people develop through their shared usc of cultural tools and practices,
they simulancously contribute to the transformation of cultural tools,
practices, and Institutions,

To clarify these ideas, T have been developing a scries of images that
aim to move beyond boxes-and-arrows and nested-circles ways of portray-
ing cultural influences. In Figure 2.3a-g, [ offer images of a sociocultural
“cransformation of participation perspective” in which personal, interper-
sonal, and cultural aspects of human activity arc conceived as different an-
alytic views of ongoing, mutually constituted processes,

In the next chapter I discuss in more depth what T mean by culrural

communitics. For examining the tmag

es in Figure 2.3, it may be sufficient
(o note that in my view, cultural processes are not the same as member-
ship in national or cthnic groups, and that individuals arc often partici-
pants in more than one community’s cultural practices, traditions, and

institutions.
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FIGURE 2.3A

This image portays the object of study that has been traditional in
developmental psychology: the solitary individual. Information about
relations with other people and the purpose and setting of the activiry is
removed. When Task people to guess what this child is doing, their .
speculations are hesitant and vague: “Thinking?™ “Being punished?”
“Reading?”
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FIGURE 2.3C

FIGURE 2.3B L
This figure, like the two previous, is based on the boxes-with-arrows diagrams
of the refation of culture and human development. When “cultural
influences” are added (represented by the book and the cupboard), the child

"o the effects of cultural characteristics.

OF course, the roles of other people- -parents, peers, teachers, and so on- - -
are recognized as relevant. This image portrays how social relarions have often
been investigated- by studying “the child” aparr from other people, who are
studied separately even when they are engaging in the same cvent, Then the
“social influences” are cxamined through corrdlating the characteristics or
actions of the separate entitics.? (Sometimes, analyses include bidirectional
arrows to try to include an cffeet of the active child on the other people.)
When [ ask people to make further guesses about whar rhe child is doing,
given information about “social influcnces,” their hypotheses are not much

B

remains separate from them, “subject
The individual and the rest are taken apart from cach other, analyzed without
regard for what they are doing together in sociocultural activities. With this
portrayal of “culural influences” information, people’s gucsses about what
this child is doing are still not very specific, though some become more
cerrain that the child is reading,.

mote specific than for the solitary individual in Figure 2.3a.

compl

Vygotskian schol
stnent is reduced to this sort of analysis of social influences, overlooking his emphasis on cul-

tural processes.
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FIGURE 2.3D

This image focuses on the same child from the wansformation-of-participation
perspective. The child is forcgrounded, with information about him as an
individual as the focus of analysis. At the same rime, interpersonal and
cultural-insticutional information is available in rhe background. A gencral
sense of interpersonal and cultural-instirutional information is necessary to
understand what this child is doing, although it does not need to be areended
to in the same derail as the child’s effores. When 1 show people this image,
their guesses about what the child is doing become much more specific:
“Playing a game . . . Oh, it’s Scrabble . . . Hc's thinking about his nexururn .

”
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FIGURE 2.3 - o §
If, instead of wanting to srudy rhe development of that particular child, we
werc interested in rhe relationships among thac child and the people beside
him, we could focus on what they are doing together. This would involve an
interpersonal focus of analysis. We would be interested in knowing, rhat the
three people are playing Scrabble as a spelling activity organized by the adulr;
the adult is a parent volunteer helping this child check a word in the
dictionary under her clbow while his classmate works on a word for his own
next turn; and they are engaging in a friendly form of competition, helping
each other as they play.

The fact that this is in a classtoom sctting mateers, bur we would nor be
analyzing in detail how such an activiy fits with the culture of this school or
this community (for that, sce figure 2.3f). A general sense of individual and
cultural information is important as background, o understand what the
people are doing.

Together, the interpersonal, personal, and cultural-insricutional aspects
of the event constitute the activity, No aspect exists or can be studied in
isolarion from the others. An obscerver’s relative focus on onc or the other
aspeet can be changed, but they do not exist apart from cach other. Analysis

ol interperson
understanding of community processes (such as the historical and culrural

arrangements could not oceur withour background

roles and changing practices of schools and families). At the same rime,
analysis requires some artention to personal processes (such as cffores to learn
through obscrvation and participation in ongoing acrivitics).

The hand holding the analytic lens is also importany, indicating that we,
as observers or rescarchers, construct the focus of analysis. 7he focus of
analysis stems from what we as observers choose to examine—-in the case of
Figure z.3¢, the relationships among these three people, Te s a panticular view

C—u ~Tn, ¢ 1t ::L focuses on some m:ﬁCZ:DlC: as more _:__uC_'—:_: O s,

keeping other information less distiner, as background. Tt is usually necessary
to foreground some aspects of phenomena and background others simply
because no one can study everything at once. However, the distinctions
berween what

in the foreground and what is in the background lic in our
analysis and are not assumed 1o be separate entities in reality. (In contrast, the

boxes-and-arrows and nesred-circles approaches often trear the diagrammed

entitics as existing separately in reality.)

Development as Participation
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PEGORER %.3F FIGURE 2.36G

Some studics {or some lines of investigation, or some disciplines) need a T'his figure porerays a problem chat somerimes occurs if rescarchers recognize
culenral-institutional focus of analysis, backgrounding the details reparding the

particular people and their relations with cach other. In this scence, we might
ses as how this as Figure 2.3 1t does not make sense to try o study cultural processes

without considering the contributions of the people involved, keeping them

the imporance of culture bur leave our the equally important role of rhe
people who constitute cultvral activities. This figure is as difficult o understand

be interested in studying such cultural-institutional proc
particular school has developed practices in which parent volunteers are

routinely in the classroom, helping children learn by devising “fun in the background of a focus on cultural, institudonal community processes.

educational” activities; how the community of this school revises its practices
as new generations of families join iny and how the practices in this school
connect with the culture and history of schooling in other innovative schaols
as well as in traditional schools and with national and educational policics
{such an analysis is available in Rogolf, Goodman Turkanis, & Bartlett, 2001,
Rogoll, 1994).

With the focus of Figure 2.3f, we scea m:_:vmn. ol a moving pictare
involving rhe history of the actvities and the transformations roward the
furure in which people and their communitics engage.

_f,,
—-,>
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[ believe that this approach will facilitate progress in coordinating infor-
mation across studics and across disciplines to develop more complete under-
standing of the phenomena that interest us. Keeping our focus of analysis in-
formed by background information makes it casicr to align the understanding
gained across studics or disciplines that employ different focuses. Instead of
being compceting ways to cxamine phenomena, cach focus informs the othets.

Although [ concentrate in this book on questions of personal, inter-
personal, and cultural processes, biological aspects of the activity shown in
Figure 2.3d-f could be the focus of analysis in othet related research. Tor
example, studics could focus on neuronal, hormonal, or genctic processes,
with personal, interpersonal, and culwural information in the background.
In this way, biological, sociocultural, and individual aspects of human func-
tioning can all be scen as contributing to the overall process, rather than as
rivals, trying to cut cach other out of the picwure. (In the next chaprer, I dis-
cuss the relation of biological and cultural processes.)

Key to my approach is an emphasis on the processes involved in human
activity, The static nature of Figure 2.3d—f does not capture this well, how-
ever; the medium of the printed page constrains the representation of dy-
namic processes. If you can imagine the image as a glance at a moment in
a moving, picture, it would do more justice to the idea of the dynamic and
mutually constituting nature of individual, interpersonal, and culrural-in-

sticutional processes.

‘I'he next chaprer examines concepts for thinking about cultural processes.
The ways that scholars and policymakers have often thought of culture are
tied to the separation of individual and culture in the box-and-arrow or
nesting-circles diagrams. Culture has been treated as an ourside “influence”
on individual characteristics, often thought of as providing a flavor to oth-
crwise vanilla individuals. As T explain in the next chapter, from my trans-
formation-of-participation vicw, all people participate in oo:m:m_::%
changing cultural communities. Individuals and generations shape prac-
tices, traditions, and institutions at the same time that they build on what

they inherit in their moment in history.

Individuals, Generations,

and Dynamic Cultural Communities

Lach of s lives out our species natwre only in a specsfic local manifestation . .
owr cultwral and histovical peculiarity is an essentzal pare of that natwre,

—Shore, 1988, p. 19

Scholars and census takers alike struggle with how to think about the rela-
tion of individuals and cultural communitics. This chapter focuses on how
we can conceive of cultural processes and communities if we consider de-
velopment to be a process of changing participation in dynamic cultural
communitics.

Two major challenges in trying t characterize people’s cultural herirage
are the focus of this chapter. The first challenge is moving beyond a pair of
long-sranding related dichotomies: cultural versus biological heritage and
similaritics versus differences. The second challenge is how to think of cul-
tural processes as dynamic propertics of overlapping human communities
racher than treating culture as a staric social address carricd by individuals,

Humans Are Biologically Cultural

The well-known nature/nurtute debate places culture and biology in oppo-
sition. Proponents arguc that it something is cultural, it is not biological,
and if somcthing is biological, it is not cultural. In particular, psychologists
have spent a long time trying o higure out what percentage of a person’s
characteristics is biological and what percentage is cultural or environmen-
tal. This artificial scparation treats biology and culture as independenr en-

tities rather than viewing hutans as biologically cultural,
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