Plying Frames Can Be Dangerous:
Some Reflections on Methodology
in Cognitive Anthropology’

CHARLES O. FRAKE
Stanford University

What is written here is not so much a “paper” addressed
10 a reader as it is a representation of a “talk” presented
to an audience. Some of the discussion refers to the audi-
ence's shared experience as listeners to the talk. 1t would
be helpful if the reader could imagine that he or she were
a member of that audience, Accordingly, he or she will
henceforth be addressed in the second person. Remarks
addressed to you as a “‘reader” rather than as an “audi-
ence member” will be set off by dots and placed in
parentheses,

Cognitive anthropologists, sometimes known as
*“ethnoscientists,” are said to be people who listen
to what the natives have to say. I do not claim to be
one of the experts among cognitive anthropologists,
but{ do claim to be a native. This occasion, then, can
be taken as an opportunity to asscss the interest of
listening to a nalive’s point of view about the activi-
tics of his own group.

The rescarch tradition that has come to be known
as “cognitive anthropology,” like most labeled
schools of thought, includes such a diversity of ap-
proaches and perspectives that it is difficult to find
much, apart from the label itself (and, maybe, the at-
tacks of Marvin Harris), that holds the tradition to-
gether. Probably the most apparent common theme
has been a concern for methodology, inspired by an
admiration for the supposedly greater rigor of sister
sciences, either psychology or linguistics. The value
of the various methods proposed may be debatabic,
but the effort of pursuing them has succeeded in giv-
ing the field of cognitive anthropology a bap-of-
tricks image among both adhercnts and critics. Some
adherents seem to feel that the problems of the field,
problems of lack of coherent theory or of substantial
descriptive accounts, can be solved by evermore dili-
gent pursuit of new methods, Somehow, with tighter
frames, more dimensional scales, and more flawless
flow charts, the cognitive maps of our informants
will be brought into focus. Critics, on the other hand,
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have pointed to the danger of this kind of excessive
mcthodological tinkering. The scope of the data nar-
rows to accommodate the methods. A pursuit of
mcthods that work for something—anything—re-
places the search for a theory that explicates what
we want to know,

I am not about to suggest that cognitive anthro-
pology abandon its methodological concerns. I do
not recommend following the route of some linguists,
frecing onesclll for theoretical flights by cutting ofl
tics with empirically grounded data. Nor do I advo-
cate joining the hermenecutic circle, burying data un-
der repetitive interpretations of *what it means (to
me),” a tactic that produces thick books, but does
not necessarily deepen understanding,

Methodology, some theoretically motivated no-
tions of what to do when faced with the real world, is
as necessary in science as it is in everyday life. Meth-
ods link data—what we construe to be observations
of some particular reality——with theory, our pro-
posals for understanding reality in gencral. When
methods fail, the answer may be not only to tinker
some more with the methods, but also to rethink the
theory. My purpose here is to reflect upon some of
thc methodological successes and failures of cogni-
tive anthropology in terms of their implications for
general conceptions of the relations among behavior,
verbal descriptions of behavior, cognition, and cul-
ture.

I will focus on what is certainly one of the best-
known items in the cognitive anthropologist’s bag of
tricks: the frame. This methodological device was
lifted out of the distributional model of structural
linguistics, and shares kinship with similar notions
of the same ancestry: paradigmatic/syntagmatic,
slot-filler, contrast/contiguity, alternation/co-occur-
rence. Some element, A, is specified by its contextual
constraints, X—Y, and by its relation to other ¢le-
ments, B, that can occur in the same context, ,%: A

The unique, and still poorly appreciated, contribu-
tion that the cognitive anthropologist made to this
contextual model was that the context was not lim-
ited to portions of single, isolated sentences. A frame
was construed as an inquiry matched with a set of
responses. The unit of analysis was a question-
answer sequence, a conversational exchange.



This extension of the range of linguistic context
beyond single speakers uttering isolated seniences
was made in an effort to find a context that would
frame semantic, rather than grammatical, relations
(the Iatter being the sole concern of both structural
and transformational linguists at that time). Inquir-
ies specify informational contexts, constraining the
semantic domain of the response. Speakers of lan-
guage were seen as question askers and answerers,
not simply as sentence producers. This pursuit of
meaning by relating sentences produced by different
speakers together as part of a discourse was an ad-
vance over the sentence-bound semantics practiced
until recently by linguists. (Compare the analysis of
“bachelor” in Katz and Fodor’s much-heralded
1963 paper on linguistic semantics with what was be-
ing done at that time in ethnographic semantics.
Katz and Fodor’s analysis would have allowed a
married man to answer a woman’s question “ Are you
a bachelor 7' by ““Yes,” on the grounds that he was
(1) a holder of a BA degree, or (2) a seal.)

The notion of frames proved to be a powerful and
useful methodological tool. 1t provided ways of ob-
taining and organizing certain kinds of data so that
they made certain kinds of sense in convincing ways.
But, as critics have been quick to point out, not all
kinds of data proved to be equally tractable and,
more significantly, the results, while they may have
made some kind of sense, often did not seem to an-
swer very interesting or important questions, In con-
trast to the essays of symbolic anthropologists, not
so hampered by methodological constraints, the out-
put of cognitive anthropology often seemed com-
partmentalized and trivial. One might counter that
one person’s trivia is another’s eureka, and, more-
over, a secure little truth is as useful as a wobbly
grand theory. Nevertheless, cognitive anthropology
ought to aspire to bigger truths, to go beyond offer-
ing tiny fragments of cognitive maps from here and
there, to offer an overall view of the landscape.

More upsetting to cognitive anthropologists than
the triviality issue have been problems of inducing
people to verbalize in consistent question-response
fashion about many topics of interest to the investi-
gator and of ebvious relevance to the people being
studied. Why is it easier to get a taxonomy of birds
than of social roles?

The other problem that has arisen from applying
frames and other, more experimental, methods in
cognitive anthropology has been the high degree of
informant variability that is so oftcn manifest. This
result, to my mind, reveals a strength, not a weak-
ness, of the methods. It refiects the way the world is,
a reality less methodologically oricnted approaches
in anthropology have obscured. The last thing we
should do is to flee from this reality or to tinker with
our methods to climinate it. But there remains the
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question of how to account for variability. The tra-
ditional use of the frame as a qucstion-response de-
vice leads to what ] think is the wrong answer: that
we cach go around with unique cognitive ideclects
in our heads, each of which must be separately de-
scribed and somehow summed up to equal culture.

These methodological difficulties have arisen from
a failure to exploit fully the interactive aspects of the
frame model, to widen the frame so as to capture a
context that more fully specifics how human behav-
ior comes to have meaning. Tnstead, attention was
focused on questions and responses as chunks of
verbiage isolated from their settings and their speak-
crs. The specter of the stimulus—response model of
behavior hung over many early programmatic state-
ments. Some investigators emphasized that the idea
was to discover the questions (stimuli) that evoked
the answers (responses) we were trying to describe.
But this notion that the answers are there, that the
Job s to find the questions, while often cited, did not
seem really to take hold. Frames began to be called
eliciting framcs, to be thought of not as contexts for
behavior but as prods to behavior. The ethnographer,
rather than the informant, thus becomes the ques-
tioner,

Of course, one tries to clicit the questions from the
informant, but this process can amount to little more
than finding out how (o translate into the inform-
ant’s language the questions the ethnographer wants
10 ask. Both the prevalence and the hopelessness of
this procedure has become apparent 1o me in class-
room informant-eliciting cxercises, both those I have
staged and those [ have witnessed. In cases where 1
had some knowledge of the language and culture
(and I quickly restricted this game to such cases), it
was clear that the only way to discover useful ques-
tions was to specify inguiry contexts within which
such questions could be asked. Doing this in English
without a knowledge of the culture is nearly impos-
sible for most domains. But it does show, more
clearly than actual ethnography, where the context
is more likely to be taken for granted because it is
there; that questions have to be related to larger
contexts.

Apart from the distortion of frames into probes,
there are certain technical difficulties with the notion
of a **question.” An inquiry for information (a query)
is a kind of speech act that must be distinguished
from a question, a grammatical interrogative. An
interrogative can, and perhaps most often does, rep-
resent such speech acts as summons and greetings,
which are not queries. The ethnographer of Ameri-
can discase who goes around our society asking
“How are you?” is not likely to elicit a very large in-
ventory of discase terms. In Yakan (a Philippince
language), a frequent question is **Who is your com-
panion there?,” an ideal question, one might think,



for cliciting terms of social identity. Yet, the question
is most appropriatcly posed to somconc who is
alone. The only appropriate answer is *‘nobody.”
This question is, in most contexis, a greeting. The
Yakan question “What arc you carrying there?” is
typically a greeting if what is being carried is casily
visible, a query if it is not (Frake, 1973). Thc status
of a question as a query is dependent on the context
in which it was uttered. Formal eliciting—so-called
white-room ethnography—is an attempt {o circum-
vent this problem by removing all previously relevant
context, training the informant to sec the white room
as an interrogation chamber. This is an excellent
methodological strategy, if what we want to know is
how people behave in white rooms.

Evcn when we have a context in which we know
that a given question is a query, we still can’t be cer-
tain what query the question represents. A single
question (a given surface-structure form) can repre-
sent a variety of querics for different kinds of infor-
mation. The form of the question constrains the
grammatical form of the response, but it does not, in
itself, necessarily constrain the semantic domain of
information. In Yakan, the common question “X is
Y*s what?” represents any query, the answer to
which can be given in the genitive (surface} case: X
is ¥’s grandfather; X is Y's rice field; X is Y's roof;
X is Y’s fate; etc. The answer to this king of problem
is not to search for more specific and necessarily
highly artificial questions that, it is hoped, will sort
out these different semantic relations, but to attend
to the wider contexts of questioning that accomplish
this sorting for the Yakan.

If one takes seriously the admonition to go out
into the real world and look for queries, to seck
“‘query-rich settings,” as I once put it, one finds that
people talk all the time and ask cach other a lot of
questions, but disappointingly few of the questions
represent queries about the overt topics of the ques-
tions. Even children, the champion questioners, use
this grammatical form in subtle ways. The child’s
stock question, “Mommy, you know what?” is not
a request for information, but a clever use of socio-
linguistic rules to acquire speaking rights (Sacks,
1972).

Perhaps instead of trying to devise provocative
questions and other instruments to persuade people
1o talk about things they do not ordinarily talk about
in that way, we should take as a serious topic of in-
vestigation what people in fact talk about, or, better,
what they are in fact doing when they talk. When we
look at talk, we find that people do not so much ask
and answer inquiries; they propose, defend, and ne-
gotiate interpretations of what is happening. Be-
cause what is happening is what we are interested in
explicating, these interpretations provide the key Lo
understanding. Viewing informants not just as ques-

3 Institute for Comparative Human Development

tion-answerers, but also as interpreters of their lives,
provides not only a sounder perspective for handling
problems of informant variability and reticence, but
also a more realistic notion of the rclation of cogni-
tive sysicms to behavior.

Tt is not so much that some things arc hard to talk
about, People can and do talk about anything, But
some questions, i taken seriously as inguiries, are
hard to answer. What kinds of sounds are there in
your language ? This is obviously a ridiculous ques-
tion (o pose to an informant if what you want to
know are his phonological concepts; yetit can be an-
swered, not by asking it, but by attending to inter-
pretations of sounds made by speakers of the
language. The problem with verbalized interpreta-
tionsis not a difficulty in cliciting them but in locating
what cues are being responded to in formulating a
particular interpretation. Cucs of sound, appear-
ance, expression, body stance, and movement often
cannot casily be explicitly identified by these who
use them. Careful observation of the bchavior, ob-
ject, or cvent being interpreted is required. Simply
recording what people say about things is no more
adequate than simply recording what one secs. The
informant’s interpretations must be linked with the
investigator’s observations,

Attending 1o interpretations will not eliminatc
variation, but it will help to explicate it. Of course,
people vary in behavior because they have different
life expericnees, different childhood traumas, dif-
ferent mental capacities, different hormonal bal-
ances, and so on. But this is only part of the story.
Informants vary in what they say and do because in-
lerpretation itself is problematic. (It can be espe-
cially problematic when an informant is confronted
with an ethnographer across a tape recorder.). An
interpretation is not an answer to a question auto-
matically produced in the mind by a cultural com-
puter program as a result of proper input. It is a
proposal, a theory to be tested, tested not only
against the reality it covers, but (like scientific theory)
also against its reception by one’s fellows (or by the
ethnographer).

Construing talk about things (including responses
to the invesligator’s queries and tests) as proposals
for interpreting not only what is being talked about,
but also what is going on now, makes variability in
verbal responses much more understandable. Where
we must seek underlying cultural constants is not in
the content of the talk, but in the principles for for-
mulating interpretations, for making sense of life. It
is when things do not make sense that you know you
have wandered off the edge of your cognitive map.

My arguments thus far all point to the necessity of
expanding our frames to cncompass the wider social
context that makes interpretation possible. Calls for
considering wider context, for defining behavior in



terms of the situations in which it occurs, arc cer-
tainly not new. Malinowski made them, cthnosci-
cntists and ethnomethodologists have madc them,
sociolinguists have made them. Even straight lin-
guists have begun to make some moves in this direc-
tion. Appeals are made, but it is rarely very clcar
how one specifies and delimits relevant context. All
that is clear is that spccification of relevant context
is problematic, not only for investigators, but also
for natives. It is itself, as ethnomethodologists are
fond of telling us, a matter of interpretation. Con-
text is not there to be seen. Its specification is a social
accomplishment.

One way to begin a scarch for the units by which
the specification of context is accomplished is to
track a bit of meaningful bchavior through a variety
of native interpretations. Take one of thc more se-
cure findings of cognitive anthropology: that the
English word for mother is “mother” (somectimes
pronounced “muh-thuh”). Cognitive anthropolo-
gists have learned this by asking a query equivalent
to ‘“How are you related to so-and-so?,” where the
so-and-so’s are named individuals in the informant’s
social world. This frame serves to sort out a domain
of “relatives” (“We're not rclated; we’re just
friends”), and also to distinguish real ““mothers”
from such metaphorical mothers as mother supe-
riors, mother tongues, and mother nature—the kinds
of mothers who attract symbolic anthropologists.

Componential analysis permits us to define real
kinship mothers as female, first ascending genera-
tion, lincal (9G*'L). Whenever you encounter a
9G*:L, you have found yourself a real mother. But
even real G*'L kinship mothers can suffer a variety
of interpretive fates. Here are some recorded com-
ments on mothers, made by a native—an American-
English speaking informant of Irish-Catholic back-
ground. The informant begins by describing his
home community.

(In the oral presentation of this talk, I play here a few ex-
cerpts from a phonograph record by the comedian
George Carlin [1973]. He does a routine on his neighbor-
hood, ““White Harlem” [Morningside Heights], then one
on verbal dueling, “slip-fights,” in the parlance of his
group. He notes that some groups have a rule for slip-
fights: “No mothers, man; no mothers.” His group
didn’t have that rule. They started right in with mothers:

“Hey, where’d yuh go last night?”

“I was out with yuh muh-thuh, man.”
He then notes that it is a cause of some embarrassment if
the mother of the addressee turns out to be dead:

*I forgot, man.”
Carlin goes on to acknowlcdge the origin of slip-fights in
such Black strect games as “the dozens.” He recites an
example of the dozens, in which the reference to what the
speaker does with the addressee’s mother is rather more
graphic than in the white, Irish-Catholic slip-fight ex-
ample.
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The recording includes the laughter of Carlin’s audi-
cnce.)

The slip-fight exchange is ostensibly rather inno-
cent. It is not difficult to imagine contexts in which it
could so be taken: if the respondent, for example,
were the questioner’s father. There could also easily
be contexts in which this exchange could be a griev-
ous insult: if, for example, there were good reason
to believe that the respondent really had been out
with the questioner’s mother. But what we have is
not a real insult, but a ritual insult as part of a game
of verbal dueling. But if the target’s mother happens
to be dead, then the insult can no longer be taken
ritually. An apology is called for. So, even though
participants clearly take the depicted event as mythi-
cal, it is a real kinship mother, not a mythical or
metaphorical mother, who is being referred to.

But, of course, what you (the member of the audi-
cnce) heard was not the mention of “mother” in a
slip-fight. Nor did you really hear an informant de-
scribing a slip-fight for the enlightenment of an cth-
nographer. I am sure you quickly saw through that
fabrication and realized you were hearing a perform-
ance intended to entertain an audience. So you knew
you were not being insulted, not even ritually. But
you were not being entertained, either. For you are
not an audience of a “‘show” but of a ““talk.” And, al-
though the audience of a talk is allowed to laugh, too,
we would all agree that reference to mothers in this
talk would be a failure if it could not somehow be in-
terpreted as a rcasonably apt illustration of some
serious, scholarly point.

The point here is not so much to characterize vari-
eties of such speech acts as insults and invitations.
This is an active enterprise now in several scholarly
ficlds. Nor is the real point even that of Goffman-
esque frames (Gofiman, 1974): how to distinguish
real insults from ritual ones in slip-fights; real slip-
fight ritual insults from performances of them in a
show; and real show performances of ritual insults
from illustrative use of them in a talk. These matters
are very relevant, But my focus here is not on the
kinds of acts that can be discerned within contextual
frames, nor on the human capacity to reframe reality
repeatedly, but rather on the shape of the contextual
frames themselves, frames within which people or-
ganize their conceptions of what, basically, is hap-
pening at a given time,

It is easy to argue for the indeterminability of
specifying what is really happening at any given here
and now. What is the spatial extent of here? What is
the time span of now ? Which of the multitude of de-
tectable motions and changes surrounding us and
within us constitute what is really happening here
and now? Are we scratching our heads? Feeling
hungry? Worrying about taxcs? Watching a fly on
the wall? Breathing in our neighbor’s cold germs?




the ordinary conception—namely, that a speaker
consiructs his turn, stops, and then the next speaker
begins—while it may describe what the “text’ looks
like once it is produced, is a distorted picture of the
process of the text’s production. Instead, cach par-
ticular turn is constructed by the speaker so that a
possible completion point can be “‘projected” by the
listener. The listener, in taking up the option of
starting a turn at a point of possible completion, par-
ticipates in determining the size of the previous turn,
That speaker and listener simultaneously appreciate
a turn's ongoing projectability is an important as-
pect of the recipient design of turn-taking in conver-
sation.

Sacks ct al. observe that conversationalists com-
monly accomplish conversation with no gap and no
overlap between turns. Even when overlaps oceur,
they rarely represent listener inlerruptions. For cx-
ample, a speaker may come to a point of possible
turn-completion and go on to add a tag qucstion; the
listener recognizes the possible completion point and
starts to talk simultaneously with the tag. The facility
with which parties exchange Lurns is the evidence that
parties know and share turn-taking procedures
which operate only at possible turn-transition points
and allocate only the next turns {Sacks et al., 1974).
Such a *local management system,” based on the re-
cipient design of the turn-being-construcied, puts
considerable demand on the listener’s atiention.
Their formalization of this system shows how the at-
tention of both speaker and listener to each other’s
concerns can succeed in accomplishing each particu-
lar transition smoothly,

Very generally, the model is composed of two com-
ponents and a set of rules. The componcnts account
for turn-construction and turn-allocation, and the
rules specify the ordering of options for speaker sc-
lection at potential turn-transition points. For ex-
ample, the rules specify that for each possible transi-
tion point, if the speaker has not selected the next
speaker (e.g., with an addressed question) then an-
other party may sclf-sclect, and the first starter ac-
quires rights to the turn. Turns are made up of units
from the turn-constructional component, and the
speaker is entitled initially to only one. Sacks ct al.
make what amounts to a psychoelinguistic claim that
turn-constructional units are syntactically defined—
words, phrases, clauses, sentences. During the
course of the speaker’s turn-construction, listeners
know, by some sort of syntactic analysis of the on-
going turn, which utterance junctures permit turn-
negotiations. Although Sacks ct al. do not provide
psycholinguistic documentation for this aspect of re-
cipient design, the important claim is that turns arc
internally projectable from their onset.

The recipient design of adult conversation can be
contrasted with Piaget’s (1955) early descriptions of
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young children’s specch as ‘“‘cgocentric.” Piaget
claimed that not only is children’s speech typically
not addressed or otherwise adapted to the needs of
a listener, but listeners feel no obligation Lo atiend
critically or 1o respond to the speaker. But recent
studies indicate that children’s conversations are
quite like adult conversations in describable ways,
suggesting that children do design some aspects of
their talk for their recipients. Experimental investi-
gations have shown that children can adjust the com-
plexity of their speech to the needs of the listener—
for example, if the listener is a toddler (Shatz and
Gelman, 1973), Observational studies of peer inter-
actions, for which video-tape was used, have shown
that nursery-school-age children attend to one an-
other and produce dialogues which, although con-
structed differently from adult dialogues, are de-
scribably coherent (Garvey, 1974; Keenan, 1974).
Recent rescarch leads us 1o the proposal that there is
a wide varicty of scparable social skills, understand-
ings, and information-processing strategics that
characterize participants’ knowledge about social in-
teraction, and that their careful differentiation pro-
vides bases for adult-child comparisons {(Gearhart,
1976). The turn-taking model of Sacks et al. provides
a framework for re-cxamining some recent findings
concerned with children's verbal interactions, and
suggesls some further questions for developmental
rescarch.

Kcenan's (1974) descriptions of the carly-morning
conversations of her twin boys (at about age threc)
show that they can achieve a coherent dialogue and
one in which the speaker expects the listener to give
a relevant response. Relevance is displayed in these
dialogues primarily by repeating the previous turn or
some constituent of it with some inventive variation
or claboration. Whereas Piaget had considered repe-
tition essentially cgocentric, Keenan has demon-
strated its social function. Others have extended her
finding. McTear (1976), for ecxample, describes
speech-act functions of repetition in adult-child in-
teraction. Newman (1977) demonstrates that the
repetitive dialogue between two children can display
for outsiders not only that the two are engaged to-
gether, but that certain ownership rights are in effect.
It has become clear that children are displaying their
mutual cngagement and attentiveness through repe-
tition. Although their procedures are different from
those of adults, their displays are, in essence, public
and thus visible to the investigator.

Consider now the implications for children’s talk
of a particular aspect of recipient design mentioned
carlier, namely, the ongoing projectability of the cur-
rent turn. Sacks et al. suggest that this is central to
adult conversation, in that it provides for the inter-
active determination of the turn as a unit. ]t can be
asked how young children determine that it is time
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for the next turn at talk. There are reasons to suggest
that children usc procedures for turn-construction
that are not like those which Sacks ct al. describe
for adults. Garvey (1974) describes the rhythmic
quality of some repetitive exchanges between chil-
dren in play. In such a scquence, child A could de-
termine the end of child B's turn, not from the in-
ternal structure of B’s turn, but from its relationship
to A’s own previous turn. Here, precise timing of
turn-exchange would depend on recognition of re-
petitiveness, a turn-taking procedure of limited ap-
plicability, Qur own informal observations of the
materials with which we have been working (video-
tapes of seven three-year-olds and their nursery-
school teacher) give us the impressions that overlaps
of turns indicate competitive refusals to attend,
rather than cooperative turn-construction, and that
gaps between turns during attentive dialogue seem
to be considerably larger than for adults. It is pos-
sible, then, that (in the absence of rhythmic, repeti-
tive exchanges) turn-construction and exchange
work as follows: child A constructs a turn at talk,
stops, then B responds. This, of course, is just the
paradigm of turn-construction that Sacks et al. are
arguing against for adults. It appears that a ““conver-
sational turn” for a nursery-school child is not the
same kind of social unit that Sacks et al. describe for
adults.

To determine how children acquire the procedures
which adults display, more observational research
will be necessary. Of particular importance will be
the examination of naturally occurring occasions of
three (or more) party exchanges and adult-child ex-
changes. For three (or more} participants, simply
stopping a turn and cxpecting a listener to respond is
not adequate for allocating the next turn, because
multiple Jisteners must have some additional mcans
for negotiating who talks next. A listener who is able
to project the turn’s completion will have the advan-
tage for invoking the “first-starter rule” and claim-
ing next turn. How might the chiid learn turn-pro-
jectability ? In adult-child exchanges, the child will
find his own turns being projected and terminated by
his listener. Thus, the child may learn, for turn-pro-
jectability, the consequences of the listener’s inten-
tional activities, in much the way in which Ryan
(1974) suggests that parents’ expansions of infants’
utterances display to infants how utterances are in-
terpreted in the culture. The child’s growing abilities
to project turn-completion should be reflected in the
acquired usage of “‘pre-starters” (e.g., “‘well,”
“but,” “look™) and “post-completers”™ (e.g., tag
questions), devices which, as Sacks et al. show, com-
prise the overwhelming majority of adult overlaps
and which accomplish turn-claiming and turn-allo-
cation without jeopardizing perception and compre-
hension of the turn’s central contents,
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The complexity of the acquisition of the turn-
taking system may be reflecied in research like that
reported by Selman and Byrne (Byrne, 1973; Selman
and Byrne, 1974) from children’s analyses of socio-
moral dilemma stories. Subjects younger than 12
were unable to understand “that both self and other
can consider each party’s point of view simultane-
ously and mutually.” Although story comprehen-
sion and conversations are obviously very different
tasks, we have seen that cooperative production of
conversational turns makes a similar requirement—
that is, the simultaneous appreciation of a turn’s pos-
sible completion point by both speaker and listener.
The acquisition of fully adultlike procedures for
turn-taking might be a fairly late phenomenon.
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The Social Organization of a
Successful and an Unsuccessful
School Performance

R. P. McDerMOTT and WiLLIAM S. HALL
The Rockefeller University

An inventive member of the administrative staflin a
Harlem school recently created a “debating club™
for about one-dozen fifth graders who have posed
such severe academic and/for behavior problems that
their teacher can no longer work with them in the
classroom. The moderator brings them together to
discuss issues that face the children in both the school
and the community. The club meets twice a week af-
ter school and is successful in the sense that the chil-
dren look forward to the discussion, seldom demon-
strate the misbehavior problems that mark their
lives in the classroom, and articulate well-organized
positions on different issues.

This brief account of how the children and the
stafl member achieve their success suggests that it is
difficult to understand a child’s performance without
looking carefully at the social-organizational work
that directs the attention of the children and the
adults to certain problems and their solutions. In
the same vein, we will contrast this successful dis-
cussion with an unsucecessful attempt by a different
staff member in the same setting with the same chil-
dren. The description should raise doubts about any
attempts to characterize the ways in which (or theef-
ficiency with which) children perform without paying
careful attention to the social contexts in which that
performance takes place. This is an imporiant point,
in that most evaluations of children, be they by tests,
behavioral rating scales, or the adult native cye, pro-
ceed without an analysis of the children’s social
contexts.

There are two components to the group modera-
tor’s efforts to create an environment in which the
children can achieve social cohesion and intellectual
clarity in their discussion.

First, by constantly insisting on a precise formula-
tion of the Lopic, the moderator helps to give the chil-
dren something to listen to, something in terms of
which they can achieve a clarity of focus. For ex-
ample, she can often be heard to say, “He is saying
that the . . ., isn’t that right 7’ And children are en-
couraged to respond with either affirmatives or re-
formulations. Occasionally, a child will abandon a
topic and begin to tell an unrelated story. Immedi-
ately, the moderator stops the child and asks for a
reformulation. For example, she says:

T: What are we talking about? What was the
question I asked you?
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Cl: “What are you doing 7"

T: No. What was the original question I asked?

C2: About the tests,

T: What about the tests?
C2: *'Are you getting ready for the tests 7’
T: All right. Now we are still on that subject. All
right, Gregory, can youtalk to that onc thing?
What are you doing for your tests? How do
you feel about them?
In this way, everyone in the group is given a frame-
work for listening to the others, and most of the chil-
dren apparently are able to follow the arguments
most of the time.

Although thc moderator works to keep a topic
clearly well formulated, she is careful not to force a
topic on the children. If a subject is not picked up and
claborated, the topic is changed. Thus, the formula-
tions of topics arc interactionally negotiated by the
children and the moderator together. At one point,
she might ask the children if they have anything to
say about classroom evenis during the day; if they
respond in unison “no,” a new topic is suggested.

Second, the moderator is sensitive to the inter-
actional structure of the group in order to insure that
any speaker has a complete audience. Often she can
be heard insisting ‘‘talk to your group, not just me.”
But more than that, the moderator is sensitive to how
the children position themselves vis-a-vis ¢ach other.
She scems to read these positionings as barometers
of how the listencrs are performing as debating so-
ciety members. When a topic begins to disintegrate,
and before switching (o a new topic, she instructs the
group to “sit back so we can all see each other.” By
repositioning the group in this way, a group tonus is
established for the negotiation and discussion of a
new topic. (On the notion of people positioning each
other in order to achieve a working consensus on
what they are doing with each other, see Gofiman,
1974, and Scheflen, 1973.)

So far, the analysis of the group's behavior has
centercd on the moderator, but the children’s com-
petence to participate in the discussion is no less im-
pressive. The moderator does not have to force her
organization on the children. Most often, they turn
to a new topic at the same time the moderator does,
and cagerly achicve new positionings in the inter-
actional arena. The children generally speak on
topic, incorporate information from other speakers,
and import information that is relevant and inter-
esting. We note that they generally “follow the rules”
and that they do so with each other’s help. Interac-
tionally, they keep each other informed of what they
should be doing and, with the moderator’s help, they
usually manage to organize in ways conducive to a
successful debating club.

This intellectual and interactional achievement is
perhaps most stunning in contrast with the rest of



the children’s experiences in school. In licu of an ac-
count of their classroom life, we can offer an account
of how the same children in the same setting with a
different moderator failed to achieve equivalent suc-
cess. The situation was quite different with the sub-
stitute moderator at the reins, although the children
know her well and are subject to her disciplinary
authority during the school day.

This session starts off the same. The children act
appropriately as they sit down around the table and
the substitute moderator begins with the same ques-
tion with which the regular moderator successfully
started another session, namely, “Why do children
fight 7" The first child addresses the issue with a story,
the details of which appear rather unintcresting o
both the substitute and the other children, who begin
to squirm. The substitute exercises none of the for-
mulating activities of the moderator. A second child
is called on, and he takes a similar direction with a
narrative which addresses the issuc at hand only
slightly. The listeners’ attention wanders and some of
them begin to talk with each other as the substitute
looks on with growing concern. The third speaker
takes up the conversation and also speaks off the
topic. Now more than half the children are talking
with each other. Finally, the substitute invokes the
rules by scolding one of the children for not paying
attention; the boy complains that everyonc else is
talking. However, the group is still able to organize
well enough to allow for the beginning of the next
turn. Again, the substitute exercises no frame con-
trol of the speaker’s topic or the listeners’ attention.
Again, the children stop listening, and the substitute
scolds one of thetalkers. Again the accused proiests.

At about this time, the sitvation secems to go
through a marked transition. The members shift
around in their seats and ncver after this point is the
group's attention focused on one person. Rather, the
group appears to split up into many coalitions, which
take turns breaking the rules of the debating society.
The new situation is apparently something like
“Let’s not let anyone clse talk the way they would
talk in debating club.” Occasionally, a child will at-
tempt to present an argument concerning a particu-
lar issue, and the rest of the children then take turns
trying to keep that person from developing the argu-
ment as it might have been developed if the regular
moderator had been running the session. To the
casual observer, the intellectual and interactional
work of the children runs amuck, for the children’s
behavior is regressive in terms of both the debating
socicty and their relations with the substitute and the
school's disciplinary code that she represents.

In a case such as this, when the framework for
producing a successful school performance breaks
down, the intellectual work accomplished shifts
markedly. We do not mean here to demean the intel-
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lectual quality of the talk of the children while they
are trying their best to destroy the possibility of a
person making an argument, There is order in their
behavior. The situation is in no way chaotic in the
sense of being without behavioral regularities. After
the debating breaks down and the chiidren have re-
defined the situation, their behavior can be under-
stood as orderly in terms of the new definition of the
situation. Their jokes are clever. Their well-timed
barbs and funny gestures display a knowledge of
their social order, But in order to understand their
performance, we must locate their definition of the
situation; we must locate their sense of the intellec-
tual and intcractional problems they are trying to
solve.

We have presented this information on how people
achieve success or failure in the debating club in or-
der to make some methodological points: 1) a per-
son's or group’s performance of any fask must be
understood in terms of how they define the situation
at hand; and 2} the situation is defined in terms of
people’s interactions with each other and their iden-
tification for cach other of the tasks to be worked on.
Not only is it difficult to assume that every person has
some general capacities which can be measured by
certain tasks on different evaluation scales; it is often
difficult to discover what the person is trying to do
without a detailed analysis of that person’s social
circumstances.
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Strategies for Investigating Intel-
ligence in its Cultural Context

ROBERT SERPELL
University of Zambia

In recent years, a number of researchers have ques-
tioned the applicability of basic constructs in West-
ern psychology as a means of explaining behavior in
non-Western cultural contexts. The rationale for this
metathcoretical question has been illustrated by
analogy with the linguistic distinction between pho-
netics and phonemics (Pike, 1967). Are concepts
such as schizophrenia, need for achievement, field-
dependence, or intelligence part of an *“etic” system
of categories, which impartially describes phenom-
ena universal to all cultures from an outsider’s point
of view, just as the system of phonetics claims to pro-
vide a code for the sounds of alt languages? Or are



they “emic” categorics, which, like the linguist’s
phonemcs, specify just those salicnt distinctions that
carry meaning relative to a given culture from an
insider’s point of view (Serpell, 1976) 7 In this cssay,
I shall compare a number of different strategics for
investigating the issue in relation to the concept of
intelligence.

TALK ABOUT WORDS

Wober (1974) set out from an explicitly relativistic
perspective 1o investigate the nature of “the Kiganda
concept of intelligence.” His data were oblained by
asking five groups of adulls in Uganda to locate
either the English word “intelligence” or the Lu-
Ganda word obugezi on semantic differential scales,
extending from the values | through 9, between 22
pairs of opposing words, like modern-traditional,
rare-common, private-public, yielding-obdurate,
cold-hot, hurricd-delayed, careful-hasty. Three
groups did the test with Lu-Ganda words: rural vil-
lagers, rural schoolteachers, and educaled urban
élites. Another group of villagers did the test in Lu-
Toro, a different Ugandan language, and a group of
medical students of miscellaneous ethnic origin did
the test in English.

The tabulated results for the three groups tested
in Lu-Ganda do not show any cases in which the two
most contrasting groups (the urban élites and the
villagers) locate the word ebugezi on opposite sides
of the mid-point of the scale. There are, however, sig-
nificant differences among the groups, from which
Wober infers that

Teachers no longer think of intelligence as so slow, or
stable, healthy, careful, active, or hot, as do the vil-
lagers; nor do tecachers so strongly associale intelli-
gence with the idea “friendly.” (p. 270)

The problem with this inference is that the data do
not provide evidence of what the groups think about
intelligence, but only of what they think about
obugezi. The distinction is far from trivial, because
clearly it is inappropriate 10 place the results from
the medical students, who responded to English
words, on the same continuum. Yet this is just what
Wober does: “The results are yet more marked when
comparing the villagers’ ideas with those of the medi-
cal students” (p. 270). The ambiguous status of this
comparison is highlighted by the observation that
it was clear even from the dictionary, before con-
ducting the experiment, that *‘the word obugezi has
a meaning that includes the English referents of wis-
dom, as well as of intelligence” (p. 277). The prob-
lem of translation equivalence is insuperable in
comparative research across different groups if the
data are restricted to verbal responses to words.

If we confine our attention to the differences across
Wober’s groups tesied in the same Janguage, a fur-
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ther limitation of this rescarch strategy emerges.
Thedifferences in response between the villagers and
the rural teachers are, for the most part, further ac-
centuated in the contrast between villagers and urban
élites. Therefore, it is tempting to conclude that the
respondents’ conception of obugezi, reflected in their
constellation of associated Lu-Ganda words, is sub-
ject to an acculturative influence that increases as a
function of exposure to Western values. But what if
the subjects’ values are not at issue in the task? It
scems guite possible that respondents interpret this
lask as requiring them to explain the meaning of a
word {o the experimenter, rather than to express
their personal values. If this is so, there is a strong
possibility that the bilingual teachers and urban
élites tend to confuse the connotations of the Eng-
lish word intelligence with those of the Lu-Ganda
word obugezi. This kind of cross-language semantic
interference is an interesting phenomenon in its own
right, but it docs not necessarily reflect an underlying
change of values,

Talk about words in a culture’s indigenous lan-
guage illuminates the culture’s emic network of con-
cepts, as the well-known discussions by Miles and
Ryle on the English word intelligence attest. If we
Jjuxtapose these nctworks for different languages, a
provocative contrastive analysis of the type under-
taken by B. L. Whor{ may be attempted. But the ma-
jor significance for psychology of any cross-cultural
differences in the definition of intelligence would be
not in the uses of words, but in the criteria by which
people evaluate the actual behavior of other people.
In the bicultural communitics of the Third World,
discrepancies between the modes of evaluating chil-
dren's behavior by home- and school-based socializ-
ing agents may have far-rcaching social consequences
(Serpell, 1972), as well as important theoretical im-
plications (Scribner and Cole, 1973). If we wish to
draw inferences about how different cultures cvalu-
ate iniclligence, we need a rescarch paradigm that
examines the relation between terminology {one of
the culture’s institutions) and observed behavior on
the one hand, and between terminology and evalua-
tion on the other.

INDIGENOUS ASSESSMENT OF BEHAVIOR
BY A TRANSLATED CRITERION

One way of examining the relation between ter-
minclogy and behavior is to pick a given word and
ask indigenous members of the culture to rate chil-
dren’s behavior by that criterion. Klcin, Freeman,
and Millett {1973) formed the impression from eth-
nographic interviews with adult members of an iso-
lated, rural, Guatemalan village that, within their
culture, “the most descriptive indigenous term for
intelligence is fistura™ (p. 220). They then proceeded



to ask a number of villagers to rank scven-yecar-old
boys with whom they were familiar in terms of /is-
tura. The average listura ranks were compared with
scores on a number of mental tests adapted from
batteries standardized on urban children in the
United States. Corrclations ranged from .11 10 .75,
the highest value being statistically reliable. The
authors interpret their results as preliminary evi-
dence of “‘uniform characteristics of cognitive com-
petence across cultures™ (p. 222).

A double-bind arises in interpreting these types of
data. On the one hand, it is casy to dismiss high cor-
relations as arising from a bias in the procedure for
deciding on the indigenous criterion of intelligence.
The greater the ethnographer’s success in under-
standing the culture, the more precisely will he or she
be able to identify that concept in the indigenous cul-
ture which corresponds most closcly 1o the Western
concept of intelligence for which the tests were devel-
oped. Indced, part of what the investigator’s bilin-
gual informants werc doing when they helped 1o
choose the ““best translation” of intelligence prob-
ably was to guess which word local people would
use 1o describe success on Western tests! Equally
troubling is the varicty of options available for in-
terpreting low correlations in this design. There is no
reliable way to decide between attributing the “cr-
ror” to (1) discrepancy between the meaning of the
English and the indigenous word; (2) poor rating by
the judges; and (3) discrepancy between the tests and
indigenous conceptions of intelligence.

ETIC ANALYSIS OF BEHAVIOR

Given the difficultics I have described of getting
an inside view of a foreign culture's interpretation of
behavior, it is tempting for cross-cultural rescarchers
to try to by-pass the problem altogether. If a precise
enough description of behavioral events could be de-
veloped, it might be used across many cultures as an
objective measuring device analogous to the Inter-
national Phonetic Alphabet. Working in Guatemala
with the same community as Klein et al. (1973},
Nerlove et al. (1975) made 20 spot-check obscrva-
tions of boys and girls in their normal environment
over a period of eight wecks. They classified the be-
havior observed on each occasion according to the
presence or absence of two qualitative characteris-
tics: “‘self-managed scquences” of bechavior, and
“voluntary social activities.” Frequency of occur-
rence scores on cach of these indices were then com-
pared to scores on adapted Western tests. Self-
managed sequence frequency was reliably correlated
with scores on the visual tests of “‘analytic ability”
and, in the case of girls, with tests of “language fa-
cility,” whereas lower, but reliable, correlations ob-
tained between voluniary social activity frequency
and language facility scores.
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These authors refer to the indices derived from
their spot obscrvations as *‘natural indicators of cog-
nitive development,” noting that although *‘the ob-
servers are part of the basic culture” of the children,
“the coding of the activitics rests on their structural
fcatures rather than on situationally specific cultural
conteni’® (p. 281). It is in this sense that 1 interpret
their strategy as proposing an ctic formulation to
transcend the specifics of any cultural system. In-
deed, they predict from their results that “further
study of natural indicators should lead to the dis-
covery of tests valid across many cultures™ (p. 292).
Yet the only criterion of this “‘validity” they present
is corrclation with adapted Western tests. Each of
their measures of behavior is thus apparently under-
writing the validity of the other, although neither ap-
peals to any valuation internal to the culture itself.
It would scem to be quite possibie to develop, in this
fashion, naturalistic observation codings and formal
tests of ability which would correlate more and more
closely with cach other and yet would bear no mean-
ingful relation to successful adaptation within the
community.

Nerlove and her associates ar¢ aware of the possi-
bility that “‘the older members of a community make
cffective use of the talent available to them” by guid-
ing those talents selectively into different specialized
occupations. And they suggest that, in nonliterate
socictics, “‘such a ‘track’ system of education ... to
some cxtent . . . must rest on the correct assessment
of natural indicators” (p. 293). Here, as with the
promise of cross-culturally valid tests, they seem to
conceive of self-managed sequences and voluntary
social activities as indices of cognitive competence.
But there is an alternative meaning for thesc behav-
ioral categorics—that of causal influences on cogni-
tive development. The authors imply at several
points that the correlations between the “patural
indicators™ and the *‘test performance” are mediated
by such a causal relationship, voluntary social activ-
ity promotes verbal facility, and sclf-managed se-
quences provide practice in analytic skills. In fact,
frequency of occurrence seems more appropriate as
a measure of opportunities for lcarning, whereas the
assessment of cognitive competence calls for a meas-
ure of proficiency in each of these behavioral do-
mains. Proficiency, however, can be assessed only by
reference to slandards of excellence. Thus, if we are
1o refine our observations of how adults evaluate
children’s cognitive development as it is displayed in
a natural setting, we need to know not only which
domains of behavior they observe, but also on what
scales they assess what they sce.

SEARCHING FOR RELEVANT DIMENSIONS
WITHIN THE CULTURE
In our research in Zambia since 1972, we have



been attempting to address a number of the same is-
sues as did the studies described above, but from a
somewhat diflferent angle. We started by assuming
that the defining properties of intelligence within a
culture are partially constrained by two factors ac-
cessible to external observation: (1) the range of oc-
casions for adults to evaluate child bchavior; and
(2) the range of opportunitics for children to acquire
skills. It is evident that there is a substantial differ-
ence in both of these ranges between the Western
cultures that have generated currently available tests
of intelligence and the culture of a rural African com-
munity. Onc of our intercsts was in the criteria pro-
posed by adult members of such a community for
choosing among actual children in locally appropri-
ate situations. Another was in the range of perform-
ance on tests designed to measure skills which rural
Zambian children can acquirc outside the context of
school. We werc also interested to discover whether
there was any congruence between adult assessments
by their own criteria and the rclative scores of the
children on our tests.

An essential principle in our method (Serpell,
1974) was to direct the attention of our adult inform-
ants away from the culture of the Western-type
schools that prevail in Zambia, and onto the indige-
nous traditional cuiture. We asked the adults to se-
lect one among a group of about five village children
of similar age for cach of several specific hypotheti-
cal tasks, such as going to fetch help in an emergency
or explaining news of an unusual local event. These
. operational definitions of the behavioral domain

under discussion helped to secure our cross-cultural
communication with elderly villagers who had had
no experience of Western schools. Our finding that
they cited qualities of cooperation and obedience
nearly as often as mental abilitics constitutes evi-
dence, not of the meaning of a verbal concept, but of
how these people evaluate a certain range of be-
havior.

Prior to the collection of this evidence, our test
development was guided by a combination of nat-
uralistic observation and intuition. The skills we
sought to measure were carefully screened to include
only cognitive operations we knew were fostered by
indigenous preschool activities. And all of our test
materials were designed to be familiar to this popu-
lation. Scores improved on all the tests with chrono-
logical age and were unaflected (within the narrow
range we sampled) by formal education. But the cor-
relations were low between the test scores and the
aggregate assessments by the informants who knew
the children in their home environments.

Although a failure to find reliable correlation be-
tween two measures is always open to various ex-
planations, note that in our research strategy ncither
variable is conceived as a criterion of validity for the
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other. Onc possible interpretation of our results is
that ourtests did not accurately sample the children’s
skills, which the adult informants had assessed under
a wider range of conditions. It is quite possible, how-
cver, that had we asked the villagers to predict the
performances of different children on our tests, they
would have done so reliably. Another interpretation
could be that the adults did not address the appropri-
ate task when they used criteria of social cooperation
to rank the children. This, however, misses the point
that we consulted these informants, not to asscss
their efliciency in applying a predetermined ctic cri-
terion of intelligence, butin order to learn from them
about the emic system for cvaluating child behavior
within that particular culture.

My own preference is o treat our data as evidence
of a divergence between the criteria favored by this
traditional African community and those set up by
most Western-trained psychologists for assessing in-
telligence. Adaptability in a small, closely-knit com-
munity, which has limited technology, may well be
morc dependent on social cooperation than does
adaptibility in an urban, industrial society, which
places a high premium onindependent initiative. The
implications of such a divergence for future test de-
velopment would take us beyond the scope of this
papcr. It may be that the larger village communities
of Guatemala evaluate intelligence in a manner more
consonant with the modern American ethos than do
the village communities of Zambia. But the differ-
ences in methodology among the studies described
above preclude any definite inference to that eflect.
My concern in this discussion has been to highlight
some of the difficulties inherent in the project of
eliciting from members of a foreign community a
clear account of their own value system without in-
advertently imposing criteria derived from the re-
searcher’s exogenous cultural intuitions.
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In the mid-1960s, an interdisciplinary, five-vear re-
search project was undertaken to investigate the social
and educational difficulties experienced by Hawaiian-
Americans. Working in a community in rural Qahu, the
team of anthropologists and psychologists employed a
variety of research strategies, including participant-
observation in the community and classroom, inlerviews
with adolescents and adults, and social-psychological ex-
perimentation and psychological testing. Gallimore and
Howard's is an ethnographic report, and presents the
preliminary findings concerning Hawaiian-American be-
havior patterns in a variety of cultural domains, from
diet and health to family and school. The processes by
which Hawaiian-Americans learn these basic shared be-
havior patterns are described in Howard's Ain’r No Big
Thing. He discusses both the characteristics of Hawaiian-
American culture and the factors that produce intra-
community differences in adult strategies for risk-taking,
confrontation avoidance, treatment of iliness, and child
rearing. The issue of education in the cultural context, a
concern in all three books, is the central focus of Culture,
Behavior and Education. Here Gallimore, Boggs, and
Jordan agrue that the educational difficulties that
Hawaiian-American children experience are due in large
part to culture conflict in the classroom. To clarify the
processes by which problems in the classroom result from
cullure conflict, the researchers conducted experiments
on help-secking, responsiveness, and achievement-ori-
ented behavior among children. This research project in
the Hawaiian-American community provides a good
model for the study of education in the cultural context
because of its combination of extensive ethnographic
description and controlied social-psychological experi-
mentation.

PAULA F. LEVIN

ZISTERER, SYLvIA. 1975, Probleme der phylogenetischen
Sprachentstehung-Ansaetze zu einer Entwicklungs-
geschichte menschlicher Sprache. (Issues in Language
Origins— Approaches to a Developmental History of
Human Language). In: A, Leist (Ed.), Ansaetze zur
materialistischen Sprachtheorie Kronberg/Ts. (West
Germany).

This paper presents a concise, inlegrative mode! of
gestural language as the basis of linguistic development.
HBomination is depicted as a triadic process including
language, labor, and socizl organization.

Communication in subhuman species (primates) relies
on the visua) modality and functions as a contro! device
for interaction. Similarly, carly stages of cooperation in



human groups may have been suitably controlled by ges-
tural communication. Ostensive gestures organized par-
ticipation in the cooperative process, dance rites repre-
sented complex situations (hunting). The simplicity of
tools did not require verbal transmission ol knowledge.
However, major changes in the socictal organization
(status and role become independent from the situation
at hand) made an integration of cognitive and communi-
cational accomplishments necessary : symbols with stable
meanings had to mediate between subject and environ-
ment, and represented a stable social structure. The de-
velopment of grammar parallels the increasing com-
plexity of the Jabor process.

JURGEN STREECK

HaBERMAS, JURGEN. 1976. Universalpragmatische Hin-
weise auf das System der Ich-Abgrenzungen. In:
Auwirter, M., Kirsch, E., and Schriter, M. (Eds.),
Seminar: Kommunikation, Interaktion, Identitit.
Frankfurt/M. {West Germany).

Inthis paper, Habermas applies his theory of “commu-
nicative competence” (Universalpragmatik) to a con-
ceptual model of the development of the self and shows
how basic aspects of self-identity are reflected in and me-
diated by universal features of speech.

Standard speech acts make four validity claims: truth
(objectivity of reported cxpericnces); appropriateness (of
the social rules the speaker invokes); sincerity {(of the
speaker’s expression of his intentions); and intelligibility
(of the semantic content of the utterance). Validity claims
relate to four “regions” constantly addressed in speech:
objective nature, socicty, inner nature, and language it-
self, Types of linguistic universals can be ordered accord-
ing to this scheme: reference and classification devices
index the objective world, the normative reality of socicty
is refiected in systems of personal pronouns and speech
acts, self-expression of subjectivity is madec possible by
intentional expressions; intelligibility is achieved by Lhe
meaning function of linguistic units which provides for
the construction of an intersubjective universe of dis-
course.

Idealized developmental stages of language acquisi-
tion can be sysiemalized in terms of this framework: at
the first stage (symbolic interaction), the semantic con-
tent is inseparably embedded in action, propositional
conient and performance of the spcech act are indis-
tinguishable. They become separated at the second slage
of “‘concretely linguistic communication”; here, cogni-
tion becomes independent from communication. At the
final stage of “*formal linguistic communication,” speech
potentially becomes an activity in its own right, all four
aspects being transtatable into topics. Hence, essence and
appearance, “is” and *“ought,” sign and meaning can be
distinguished, reality can be addressed in terms of modal-
ity, and the self can be fully separated from the world and
other selves.

JURGEN STREECK

OeverMaNN, ULRICH, et al. 1976, Beobachtungen zur
Struktur der sozialisatorischen Interaktion (Notes on
the Structure of Socializing Interaction), In: Auwirler,

Subscription price: $3.00 per year.

M., Kirsch, E., and Schroter, M. (Eds.), Seminar:
Kommunikation, Interaktion, Identitit. Frankluri/M.
(West Germany).

The central thesis of this outline of a sociological con-
ception of the social constitution of ontogenetic devel-
opmenial processes is that the structure of socializing
interaction is constituted relatively independent of
participants® intentions as an objective *latent meaning
structure.” This structure provides the child with
“exceedingly™ structured experiences transcending his
interpretation capacity, which only at a later develop-
mental stage can become interpreted consciously.

The authors discuss three transcripts of parent-child
interaction revealing hidden (oedipal) meaning patterns.
They present a method of “*objective hermeneutics™ aim-
ing at an explication and reconstruction of objective
meanings of documented talk. This method has to exhibit
all possible readings of the text, independent of the par-
ticipants’ subjective interpretations. Moreover, discrep-
ancies of objective meanings and participants’ interpre-
tations provide data for diagnostic casc studies.

JURGEN STREECK

RicHMAN, CHARLES L., NiDA, STEVE, and PrrTMan, LEs-
LIE, 1976, Effects of meaninglulness on child free-recall
learning. Developmental Psychology, 12: 460-465,

At first blush, this short arlicle appears to be just an-
other study of children’s memory in the verbal learning
tradition of the Ebbinghaus Empire. The details of the
study will be of particular interest only to psychologists
engaged in conventional laboratory memory research.
However, consideration of this experiment in a broader
context shows its important relevance 1o the general
study of comparative cognitive development. The study
addressed the crucial question of the appropriateness of
the task for the experimental groups tested. The authors
prepared lists of words 10 be remembered which varied
in “meaningfulness,” as defined in terms of the average
number of free associations to trigrams given by children
of different ages, Examples were: COY (low meaningful-
ness), and CAR (high meaningfulness). When a single
list of words was given to ¢hildren in grades K, 2, and 6
{thus increasing meaningfuiness as age increased), the
usual developmental result was found : memory perform-
ance increased as a function of age. However, when dif-
ferent lists which were equated for meaninglulness for
children at each of the age levels were uscd, there was no
developmental increase in memory performance. This
article, thus, represents one of a growing number of
studies in which conventional developmental cffects are
minimized or even climinated. Such studies use manipu-
lations that adjust some aspect of the experimental situa-
tion to fit certain cognitive or social characteristics of the
subjects in the various groups compared. The particular
manipulation in this experiment, that of equating the
meaningfulness of the items to be remembered for sub-
jects in different age groups, would seem to have poten-
tial for use in studies of memory and information proc-
essing which make cthnic group or cross-cultural
comparisens. :

. PATRICIA WORDEN
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