Packer [revised]

1

How Do Situations Function Psychologically?

Martin Packer

Duquesne University, Pittsburgh

University of the Andes, Bogotá

packer@duq.edu

Increasing emphasis is placed on the “situated” character of phenomena such as human thinking, learning, and development. Debates have taken place about “situated cognition” (Brown, Collins & Duguid, 1989; Kirschner & Whitson, 1997; Clancey, 2009) and “situated learning” (Lave & Wenger, 1991; McLennan, 1996), about “everyday cognition” (Rogoff & Lave, 1984), “cognition in practice” (Lave, 1988), and “cognition in the wild” (Hutchins, 1995). New areas of investigation have sprung up in large part defined by the goal of studying psychological phenomena in real situations; the learning sciences, for example, have been defined as research on learning “in realistic and real-world situations” (Kolodner, 2004). Greeno, to pick just one representative, describes the “shift [in] the focus of analysis from individual behavior and cognition to larger systems that include behaving cognitive agents interacting with each other and with other subsystems of the environment” (1998, p. 5). 

One might think that this shift in focus to studying people in context, this recognition of “the situativity of knowing, learning, and research” (Greeno, 1998), is something quite new, but this is far from being the case. The proposal that we should think of people as in some sense one with their circumstances has in fact been made repeatedly in the history of psychology. Efforts to focus beyond the individual and pay attention also to the environment, to other people, and to “larger systems,” are not new. Yet for some reason it seems difficult for psychology to  successfully sustain this focus. Papers are published on the “neglected situation” (Cazden 1970; Breen, 1975; Goffman,  1964), “the elusive situation” (Seeman, 1997), and so on. The identity of  the authors of such papers demonstrates that the problem is not limited to psychology, though that will be my topic here.

In this paper I shall trace part of the history of attention to the situation in psychology, argue that along the way it lost something of its bite, and suggest that the networks-and-trajectories approach gets this bite back. I begin by examining Kurt Lewin’s field theory, then consider two subsequent attempts to conceptualize and study person and environment as a unity, both of which claimed to owe much to Lewin. I will argue, however, that Lewin made a concerted effort to think both relationally and reflexively, while both subsequent efforts lacked this.

By relationally I mean thinking that it is concerned centrally with the ways in which two or more people and/or things are related or linked. In such thinking it is the relationships that are primary, while individual entities, including people, are secondary. By reflexively I mean a recognition that the researcher is inevitably related to what they study, so they occupy not some kind of privileged position ‘outside’ or ‘above’ the system of relationships but are inevitably involved in it.

Unfortunately those who followed in Lewin’s footsteps, so to speak, introduced, or were unable to avoid, persistent dualisms - such as the personal versus the social and the subjective versus the objective - and as a result their analyses lacked these important characteristics. Today it still proves difficult enough to overcome such dualisms in the conception of the phenomena we are study; what is also necessary is that they be overcome in the practice of our research. I will suggest that the networks-&-trajectories approach illustrated by the other articles in this issue of Theory & Psychology is not just yet another attempt to pay attention to both people and context, but one that has recaptured the reflexive and relational character we saw in Lewin’s work. It avoids dualisms, and as a consequence it has a more successful grasp of situativity. By the term “networks-and-trajectories” I am referring principally to Actor-Network-Theory, developed by Michel Callon (1991), John Law (1992) and Bruno Latour (1997, 2005), but ANT is one member of a growing family of approaches.

Lewin’s Psychological Field Theory

Lewin introduced the concepts of the “psychological field” (psychische Feldkräfte) and the “field of forces” in the 1910s (Lewin, 1939; 1931). To Lewin such concepts represented a new and necessary step forward for the discipline of psychology, specifically a replacement of its “Aristotelian” or “speculative” concepts with “Galilean” or “constructive” concepts (Lewin, 1987). The former had been part of an effort to explain psychological phenomena in terms of essences; the latter would enable the study of individual cases in order to identify the general laws they followed.

In retrospect it is evident that Lewin was correct to view what he was doing as an importantly new kind of psychology. By introducing the concept of the field into psychology, Lewin was making an effort to think both relationally and reflexively  rather than essentialistically and absolutely about psychological phenomena. To understand this effort it is crucial to recognize the way that Lewin drew from the physics of the turn of the 20th century. The term ‘field’ had been introduced into physics and mathematics by the end of the 19th century, and we know that Lewin was familiar to this work. He studied mathematics and physics at the University of Berlin, and received his doctorate there under the supervision of Carl Stumpf, a friend and colleague of physicist Max Planck. Planck taught physics at the University of Berlin from 1892 to 1926, and became its dean. It was he who arranged a chair at the University for Albert Einstein, who arrived in 1914, the year Lewin graduated. Einstein published his famous paper on the “field-equations [Feldgleichungen] of gravitation” the following year (Einstein, 1915). After the First World War Lewin returned to the university and became professor of philosophy and psychology in 1926. Lewin collaborated for over a decade with Wolfgang Köhler, who had also studied with Stumpf and had been a student of Planck, and who had received his PhD in 1909 for work in psychoacoustics (Kohler, 1959). This combination of physics and psychology would seem odd today, but at the time it was not unusual.

Lewin, then, was studying and teaching in an academic center where field theory was on the cutting edge of inquiry. The organization of electromagnetic fields had been described mathematically by Maxwell’s equations by 1865. Einstein’s equations now provided an analogous treatment of gravitational fields. In physics, conceptions of fields complemented and transformed what had previously been a focus on particles. In physical field theory, the properties and behavior of an entity are consequences not of its independent features but of its relations with other entities in the system. The electromagnetic fields described by Maxwell’s equations, for example, are generated by arrangements of charges and their movements (currents).  At the same time, charges and currents are affected by the fields. “Conceptually defined, the field is a space traversed by lines of force” (Levinger, 1957, p. 329). In Einstein’s analysis, properties such as mass and momentum are conceived not as inherent in an individual particle but as relative to the reference frame of a system of particles. To understand and explain these properties one needs to think relationally, that is, one needs to view the relationships among entities as primary. Lewin wrote of psychological phenomena in exactly these terms: that “the ‘meaning’ of the single fact depends upon its position in the field; or, to say the same thing in more dynamical terms, the different parts of a field are mutually interdependent” (1939, p. 889). 
In Lewin’s day psychology was for the most part what it remains today, the study of individuals, that is to say it was focused on distinct, discrete and separate persons. Lewin’s introduction into psychology of the concept of the field amounted to a proposal that the discipline should study the regions, areas, spaces or systems within which people are located, and whose influences are exerted on people by virtue of the positions they occupy. He argued that psychology needed a system of concepts that would unify its different areas, that would provide an empirical theory which could go beyond the mere collection of facts, and that would be equally applicable to the study of the individual case and to the representation of general laws. In place of classification by abstraction from individual cases, a constructive generalization would enable psychologists to form concepts on the basis of a genetic analysis that was focused on events rather than on entities.  Lewin emphasized that “every event depends on the totality of the contemporary situation” (Lewin, 1936, p. 10, original emphasis). This kind of psychology required dealing “with persons as wholes,” together with a recognition that “[t]he conception of a person in an environment is one of relative ‘position’” (p. 41). Lewin insisted that “Field theory is probably best characterized as a method: namely, a method of analyzing causal relations and of building scientific constructs” (1935, p. 294).

Lewin’s theory of the psychological field presumed that “no action is referred either to the person on the one side or to the psychological environment on the other; or yet to a more-or-less combination of both factors. Rather, each action is referred to a momentarily obtaining structure of such a person in such a psychological situation” (1935, p. 242). He wrote of how research such as Zeigarnik’s investigation of unfinished tasks and Dembo’s studies of anger showed that “the problems of the environment and of the person are inseparably bound up together” (1935, p. 241). His famous formula, B = f(P, E), was intended to emphasize that behavior is a function of person and environment together, in what Lewin called the momentary total situation (Lewin, 1935, p. 242). The more fundamental version of this formula was B = f(S), where S indicates “the whole situation including the person” (p. 11), or B = f(LSp), a function of what Lewin called the “life-space.” The concept of life-space, in Lewin’s view, satisfied the need in psychology for concepts that “must include both person and environment” (1936, p. 6). He wrote of “how the different facts in an individual’s environment are related to each other and to the individual himself. The whole situation is presented with its specific structure” (p. 13). He repeatedly insisted, in other words, that P and E are not independent factors. 


Lewin was an active participant in one of the more important “intellectual networks” of the early 20th century, one which Lucian Goldmann described as grappling with a “new problematic” and making a “fundamental break with traditional thought” (Goldmann, 1979, p. 5). The break had begun with Hegel’s and Marx’s rejection of Kant’s “radical separation between the intelligible world and the world of experience” (p. 6). The new problematic was one in which:

“Man is not opposite the world which he tries to understand and upon which he acts, but within this world which he is part of, and there is no radical break between the meaning he is trying to find or introduce into the universe and that which he is trying to find or introduce into his own existence. This meaning, common to both individual and collective human life, common as much to humanity as, ultimately, to the universe, is called history” (Goldmann, 1979, p. 6, original emphasis). 

This problematic required rejecting the Kantian model that each individual forms subjective and private inner mental representations of a reality they can never know directly. Such diverse figures as Dewey (1916), Lukács (1923), Heidegger (1927), and Mead (1964) advanced an alternative position, proposing that there is an intrinsic relation between human being and world. It would certainly seem that Lewin (who among his other professional connections associated with the first members of the Frankfurt School) was aiming to formulate a new psychology on this kind of basis, whether or not he was completely successful.


However, Lewin is frequently interpreted as though he considered the life-space to be something subjective and private. We will see that it was this reading of Lewin’s field theory, this individualistic conception of the situation, that was subsequently taken up by Urie Bronfenbrenner and Roger Barker. It is true that Lewin wrote at times in ambiguous terms. For example, Baldwin (1967) criticized Lewin for reducing E to P, and Lewin indeed wrote that the life-space is “the person and the psychological environment as it exists for him” (1939, p. 306), and that “the life space” is “the environment of the individual” (p. 12). He used such phrases as “the person… and his psychological environment” (1936, p. 5). At times Lewin drew what could seem a Kantian distinction between “appearance and reality,” such as when he granted that “one will have to represent the physical environment of the individual to a certain extent” but it is most important “to determine what things exist psychologically for a given person” (1936, p. 18). 


However, this way of reading Lewin would be completely counter to the way the concept of field was being used in physics. It would be like saying that in a system of objects the gravitational field around each one is a consequence of that object alone, and that it effects only that object.. Of course this is not the case; the field has an effect on each individual object, but it is the consequence of all the objects that are present.


Furthermore, Lewin rejected any appeal to individual experience as the criterion for judging what is real in a situation. Instead he proposed the famous criterion that “one must distinguish between ‘appearance’ and the ‘underlying reality’ in a dynamic sense” - “what is real is what has effects” (1936, p. 19, original emphasis). In this he was clearly distancing himself from any phenomenological approach to the life-world, one that would be based on introspection and focused on what is given in individual experience (Husserl, 1931). Indeed, his work was often considered laudably behaviorist (Baldwin, 1967). This was certainly incorrect, but it shows how far he was from phenomenology. 


When Lewin wrote of ‘appearance’ and ‘reality’ what he proposed was a distinction between “phenomenal” and “dynamic” properties of the objects of a scientific psychology. A “dynamic representation” of a phenomenon is a “construction” with a “conceptual character,” not the kind of ‘phenomenal’ description an Aristotelian would give of its mere appearances. A dynamic representation is what Lewin tried to produce with his analysis of fields. When he  wrote of “the so-called ‘subjective’ psychological world of the individual, his life-space” (1939, p. 868), we should take seriously both the scare quotes and the qualification. 


This is not to deny that Lewin confronted many problems when applying his criterion in practice. How exactly can a researcher know what has an effect on an individual being studied? Lewin tried to take into account issues such as the extension of the life-space, both spatially and temporally (was it narrow or broad; was it momentary or life-long?), somatic influences (for instance, being hit by a stone one doesn’t see), and the differentiation not just of the environment but also of the person into regions with different degrees of reality and irreality. But these problems show once again that he was not studying individual experiences. 


Further evidence for the proposal that Lewin did not intend to conceptualize the life-space in subjective terms comes from one of his first uses of the concept. Lewin volunteered for the German army in 1914 and was injured in combat in the First World War. He later wrote of his experience as a soldier, specifically how the “war landscape” changed as he moved towards the front (Lewin, 1917). A hilltop became an observation post; a hollow was a possible aid station; trees provided camouflage; houses contained firewood rather than furniture. Bronfenbrenner later interpreted this as an illustration of how for Lewin the “phenomenological” environment took priority over the “real” environment (Bronfenbrenner, 1979, p. 24). But this reading cannot hold up, for the landscape of war is painfully real. Houses and furniture are neither more nor less real than shelters and firewood. Any soldier in Lewin’s position would have perceived the same things; Lewin was not describing a private, subjective experience.


Every indication, then, is that for Lewin the life-space was neither subjective nor individual. There is a point of connection here between field theory and Lewin’s study of social groups. Lewin insisted that any group should be defined on the basis not of the similarity of its members but “their dynamic interdependence” (Lewin, 1939, p. 886). A collection of similar people may form a group, but more often they do not; in a social group it is more often the case that a “very high degree of unity may contain very dissimilar parts.” For example, “a man, wife, and baby within one family may show much greater dissimilarity than each of the members of this group shows to other individuals (babies, men, women) outside this group” (p. 887). Yet clearly the members belong together. 


That is to say, Lewin defined a social group in the same way that he defined a field. This implies that if a person’s actions are to be understood as a function of the situation, they also need to be understood as a function of that person’s membership in a social group or groups. Lewin said as much himself: “the validity of sociopsychological experiments should be judged not by the properties of isolated events or single individuals within the field but mainly by whether or not the properties of the social group or the social situation as a whole are adequate represented” (p. 893). Again, the analogy from physics helps us grasp his point. Just as when objects come together the gravitational field of each mass influences the others so that they form a joint field, so when people come together to form a group we have not a collection of separate, subjective situations (or ‘definitions’ of the situation), but a single, social situation. 

The Social Space of the Individual

Lewin emigrated to the US in 1932, and in 1935 he moved to the Iowa Child Welfare Research Station. There his attention focused on the “social space” of the group. In this phase of his work “Lewin extended the concept of the ‘life space,’ which he already used to describe the field of individual-environment interaction, to include other people under the rubric ‘social space’” (Ash, 1992, p. 204). He wrote, for example, of the “social situation” of the child (Lewin, 1939).


Speaking in 1942 to the Society for the Psychological Study of Social Issues, Lewin emphasized the importance of the scientific investigation of group work and of the social nature of many of the characteristics that psychologists generally assume to be individual. He argued that such scientific study was both possible and necessary, and that “What is needed in social psychology today is to free its methodology from speculative limitations. We do well to start again with the simple facts of everyday life for which the possibility of an adequate social observation never could be in doubt because community life is unthinkable without it” (Lewin, 1943a, p. 121). 


 In the early 1940s Lewin had a disagreement with Egon Brunswik that throws light on his views at the time, and which had somewhat ironic consequences for the way his work was developed by his followers. The issue was whether a psychological analysis should include parts of the physical and sociological world by which the person is unaffected. Is the food behind a closed door, for example, part of the field when it can neither be seen nor smelled? Brunswik (1943) argued in the affirmative, but Lewin disagreed. He insisted, as he always had, that any change in a field has to be explained by the conditions of that field at that time. Properly excluded from this would be the objective probabilities of “alien factors,” that is to say, factors that cannot have an effect and so do not function as part of the system. 


Lewin did concede, however, that there might be a task of some interest, that of “discovering what part of the physical or social world will determine during a given period the ‘boundary zone’ of the life space” (1943b, p. 309). He added that “I would suggest calling it ‘psychological ecology’” (p. 309). In context, this proposal reads largely as an attempt to repair the damage done by what Brunswik seems to have taken as a personal insult. Lewin was in effect saying that Brunwik’s proposal was not entirely without merit, though it was not what his own investigations involved, nor would he want them to. However, Lewin’s remarks seem to have been taken by some of his followers as recommending a strategy to avoid what they saw as methodological and conceptual problems that stemmed from treating the situation as an individual bubble, namely to set limits on the scope of that bubble and study what lies outside it. Ironically, if the reading of Lewin that I have been proposing in this paper is correct, such problems did not in fact arise from his conception of the psychological field. On the contrary, these ‘problems’ arose from a reading of Lewin’s concept of field that he never intended, a view that treated the psychological field as something individual, personal, and subjective. In the next two sections I will describe two different kinds of “ecological psychology,” both of which started with this individualistic conception of the situation, and both of which struggled unsuccessfully to resolve the problems this conception gave rise to. 

Bronfenbrenner’s Ecological Psychology
One of the better-known examples of a psychology that has paid attention to the situatedness of human beings and of psychological phenomena is the “ecological psychology” of Urie Bronfenbrenner (1977, 1995, 2004). Bronfenbrenner credited the influence of Lewin’s pioneering work, in particular for the insight that he considered central to his own work, namely the importance of paying attention to what he called “perceived reality.” It is precisely here that it is evident that Bronfenbrenner treats the situation in a way that is actually quite different from Lewin’s treatment. In Bronfenbrenner’s version of ecological psychology the situation is individual and subjective, and as a consequence it ran into central dilemmas which continue to dog many psychological treatments of humans in context today.

Bronfenbrenner identified “the defining core” of his ecological approach as “its focus upon the dynamic relations between learners and their surrounds, with both the person and the environment engaged in reciprocal tensions and activities, and undergoing progressive changes over time” (Bronfenbrenner, 1979, p. 8). Ecological psychology attends to “processes of progressively more complex reciprocal interaction between an active, evolving biopsychological human organism and the persons, objects, and symbols in its immediate environment” (Bronfenbrenner, 1994, p. 38). Notice how this talk of “both” person and environment and of an interaction “between” them already suggests that we are dealing with two terms rather than with a unity, despite the talk of “reciprocal” influence.

And indeed, Bronfenbrenner went on largely to try to characterize the organization of only one of these terms, the environment. Specifically, he proposed that we attend to what he called the “nested structure of the ecological environment” (Bronfenbrenner, 2004, p. 46). This environment, in his view, has an “ecological structure” which can be “conceived topologically” as “a nested arrangement” (Bronfenbrenner, 1976, p. 5). The metaphor of the Russian nested doll (the matrioshka) illustrates this conception of the environment as a set of systems, each fitting inside another. The doll metaphor  amounts to a somewhat more complex version of the idea that the life-space is a personal bubble. Bronfenbrenner distinguished “a hierarchy of systems at four progressively more comprehensive levels” (p. 80). The first of these levels is the “microsystem,” the “immediate setting” that “contains” the individual. Second is the “mesosystem,” a  “system of microsystems” that includes “the linkages and processes taking place between two or more [micro] systems.” The third level is the “exosystem,” which involves linkages and processes between settings “at least one of which does not ordinarily contain the developing person” but which has an “influence” on the containing microsystem; for example, the workplace of a child’s parent. Finally, the fourth level is  the “macrosystem,” a “superordinate level” that forms “an overarching pattern of ideology and organization of the social institutions common to a particular pattern or subculture” (p. 81), a level that includes culture, macro institutions, and public policy.

Bronfenbrenner, in short, presumed that there are “direct” (proximal) relations between a person and those aspects of the social environment which the person perceives directly and immediately, and that there are also “indirect” or “distal” processes which affect the person only indirectly. This image of the person as located at the center of a series of nested concentric circles of context has become common sense to many psychologists. Indeed, the reference to “larger systems” in Greeno’s characterization of situativity suggests this kind of image. Consequently it may seem odd to question it, but there are significant problems with such a conception of the situation, and identifying them will help us see better both how Bronfenbrenner diverged from Lewin’s approach, and how the networks-and-trajectories approach has strengths that this ecological psychology lacks.

First, this model naturalizes an arrangement that is artificial. The concentric arrangement of circles amounts to an implicit hierarchy of influence. The school is larger than the classroom it contains, the neighborhood is larger than the school, the region larger than the neighborhood, and so on. “Larger” here implies more powerful, more influential, and more important: Bronfenbrenner’s use of terms such as “superordinate” and “overarching” makes this clear. But this differential influence may or may not be the case, and even when it is, this is not inevitable. Such hierarchies are always contested. Whether or not they are overtly challenged, work must always be done to establish them and maintain them; when they are contested, this work involves struggle. In neither case is the arrangement a natural one. Perhaps the office of the school district is more powerful than a school principal, or a particular classroom teacher, but perhaps not. When it is, this is hardly a natural state of the world. The model represents as objective, natural and unavoidable a state of affairs that is constructed, contingent, and unstable, one whose organization requires investigation rather than a priori presumption.


Second, the model of concentric circles portrays what is actually an ongoing process as though it were a fixed structure. The circles do not change, and the individual is fixed and unmoving at their center. But in practice the relationships among, for example, classroom, school and community are fluid and dynamic. 


Third, this model implies a sequential ordering of the interrelationships among the elements of social context. There can be no direct linkage between the individual at the center and the outer circles of context. The larger circles have only an indirect influence, mediated by those that intervene. In particular, in this model culture has no direct influence. In Bronfenbrenner’s analysis culture and society are located in the outermost circle, and so we have the strange suggestion that a child has no direct contact with their own culture!  

Fourth, this image of concentric circles reproduces the familiar division and the opposition between agency and structure, between micro and macro). It portrays a preexisting order, a structure, within which the individual is located, positioned, and pinned. It locates people - teacher and students within a classroom, for example - within a surrounding structure of systems which it implies exert an impersonal logic.


In short, this seemingly simple and self-evident conceptualization of context as a set of concentric circles embodies assumptions that on examination prove to be highly questionable.   However, the greatest problem with Bronfenbrenner’s conception of the ecology of human action and development is the great difficulty he had explaining how a researcher can identify those aspects of the environment that are relevant to the people within it. Bronfenbrenner placed great importance on conducting research which had what he called “ecological validity.” He distinguished the laboratory situation from “naturalistic” or “real-life settings” and argued provocatively that only in the latter can hypotheses truly be tested. Laboratory research amounts to “a contrived experiment,” while research conducted in real settings is “a natural experiment” (Bronfenbrenner, 1976). The latter, he suggested, often provides “greater objectivity… more precise and theoretically significant inferences - in short, is more elegant and constitutes ‘harder’ science than the best possible contrived experiment addressed to the same research question” (p. 5). Ecological validity is obtained when research is conducted in “settings that occur in the culture or subculture for other than research purposes” (p. 7). 

In addition, Bronfenbrenner argued that good psychological research should have what he called “phenomenological validity” (p. 7). By this he meant that research needs to grasp the environment as it is perceived by the participants. Bronfenbrenner was critical of approaches that neglected what he called “phenomenological analysis,” that is, “assessing each participant’s definition of the situation, how he or she perceives the situation and its various elements” (p. 8, original emphasis). Approaches lacking this component excluded what he called “the subjective world” as well as some important features of “objective reality.” 
Here too we can see how Bronfenbrenner had interpreted Lewin’s concept of life-space as a solely individual, subjective phenomenon - as a kind of personal bubble within which each individual lives. He wrote, for example, of “the subjective meaning” of the situation, of “the person’s subjective view of social reality,” and of “perceived as against objective reality” (1979, pp. 125-126). Bronfenbrenner attributed the lack of any lasting influence from field theory to the fact that psychology, based on physics, had defined its aim as the study of “objective phenomena under maximally controlled conditions” (1979, p. 126, original emphasis) and so it has excluded subjective phenomena. In avoiding real-life settings and carefully trying to structure contrived social situations, psychology has, Bronfenbrenner argued, assumed “that physical and psychological objects and environments are equivalent” (p. 127). He interpreted Lewin’s work as an attempt to add the missing subjective element, aligned with Husserl’s phenomenology (1931), and so as an extension of Kant’s project (Kant, 1787; cf. Packer, 2010). Bronfenbrenner consistently turned what had been for Lewin something social and practical into an individual perception. For example, Lewin had drawn attention to two aspects of any situation: the first aspect is “the tasks or operations” in which a person is engaged; the second is the “interconnections between the people in the setting, in terms not so much of interpersonal feelings as of the relations of the various parties with each other as members of a group engaged in common, complementary, or relatively independent undertaking” (Bronfenbrenner, 1979, pp. 24-25). In other words, for Lewin a situation was both practical and social. Bronfenbrenner, however, relocated both these aspects within the subjectivity of the individual, recasting them as the tasks “a person sees himself or others as engaging” and as “the perceived interconnections” (emphasis added). This is to turn a social situation into an individual setting, and a practical circumstance into a perceptual spectacle. 
There is a profound dualism in Bronfenbrenner’s conception of the life-world, in which a subjective perception confronts, stands against, and yet can never truly know, an objective world. If a situation is subjective, how can another person experience it? How can one individual ever have access to the ‘subjective meaning’ of another person? How, in particular, can a researcher ever obtain objective knowledge of another person’s subjective meaning, since the researcher too inhabits only their own subjective situation? 

These problems are evident in Bronfenbrenner’s treatment of the second kind of validity. He suggested that research has phenomenological validity when “elements [of a situation] are perceived by the participants in a manner consistent with the conceptual definitions explicit and implicit in the research design” (1976, p. 8). However it is difficult to see how one could find a workable criterion for assessing phenomenological validity, defined in this way. Although Bronfenbrenner insisted on the “the impossibility of understanding … behavior solely from the objective properties of an environment without reference to its meaning for the people in the setting” (p. 24), at the same time when pressed he acknowledged that “serious problems still remain in ascertaining how the research situation was perceived by the persons under study” (p. 32). The degree of  seriousness of these problems becomes evident when we consider that he added that when studying children the problem is “often insoluble.” This was surely a significant concession for a psychologist whose primary focus was children’s development. Moreover, Bronfenbrenner did not explain why the problem would be more easily solved with adults. His own solution, such as it was, was to hope that while it might not be possible to obtain “a complete picture” of how participants perceive a situation this goal could be “approximated.” 

Among those who pressed Bronfenbrenner on this point were Cole, Hood and McDermott (1978; cf. Cole, Hood & McDermott, 1997). They were sympathetic to Bronfenbrenner’s call to largely replace laboratory research with the study of realistic tasks in real-life settings, and his emphasis on the researcher’s responsibility to figure out how the people being studied understood their setting and their tasks. But Cole et al. pointed out that “These new requirements for establishing ecological validity place an enormous analytical burden on the psychologist who would fulfill them. That burden is perhaps more than psychology can, or psychologists would care to, take on” (1997, p. 54). They concluded that “In general, psychologists have not come up with procedures that allow them to overcome the resulting ambiguities of task and behavior specification” (p. 19).  

These problems of  validity could only be solved, Cole et al. proposed, by means of “arduous context analysis,” “via careful attention to the sensitivities of the participants in [real world] scenes” (p. 106). They pointed out that people both “manage settings” and “transform” them. This is sound advice, based on an important observation. In the following section we will see how this management and transformation became evident in a different kind of ecological psychology. In the final section I will try to spell out more clearly what this kind of analysis consists of. But Bronfenbrenner’s way of framing questions about the situated character of psychological phenomena makes such an analysis impossible. The very distinction between person and situation presupposes that all relevant factors are either factors of the person, or factors of the situation, but not of the two together. The presumption that a situation is something personal and subjective defines it as something to which another person, such as a researcher, cannot have access. This conception makes it impossible to coherently pose the really key question: “how do situations function psychologically?”  (Shweder, 2007). It lacks both relationality and reflexivity: the person is not related to their situation because it is a mental representation inside them; the researcher is not reflexively involved because they are excluded from the situation of the person they are studying. 
Barker’s Ecological Psychology
 

A second form of ecological psychology also began with Lewin’s proposal for a “psychological ecology,” and also had the aim to explore the “boundary zone” of the life-space. This is the ecological psychology of Roger Barker. It ran into some of the same problems as Bronfenbrenner’s ecological psychology, but its way of thinking about situations avoided the misleading metaphor of nested dolls.


Barker and his colleague Herbert Wright (Barker & Wright, 1949) defined their ecological psychology in terms drawn from the debate between Lewin and Brunswik. Lewin, in their interpretation, had coined the term “psychological ecology” to refer to the relations between two different kinds of “homeland,” the first “the psychological situation or lifespace,” the second “the impersonal world which does not affect behavior directly, yet both limits the psychological world and contributes to its content” (p. 132). Barker and Wright were keen to explore this relationship between the “psychological habitat” and the “non-psychological milieu.” The first is “the naturally occurring psychological world” while the second is “the material-cultural world in which the person is immersed” (p. 132-3).

The “core problem” of ecological psychology, as Barker and Wright saw it, was how to study the relationship between psychological (behavioral) and non-psychological (ecological) factors. Barker was of the opinion that Lewin’s definition of the life-space had set up what proved to be a “tautological circle,” and  he concluded that what needed to be studied was the “ecological environment,” the “outside” context in which the life-space was “embedded (Barker, 1968, pp. 7-9). He wrote that “A person’s momentary behavior is completely determined by his life space, but if we wish to understand more than the immediate cross section of the behavior stream, knowledge of the ecological environment is essential” (1968, p. 9). 

In a line of argument that followed Brunswik rather than Lewin, Barker and Wright complained that “When one uses a person’s behavior as the only evidence of what constitutes his environment, one deals with psychological variables, i.e., with life-space phenomena,” and they concluded that this “is not the ecological environment.”  

“ecological psychology is concerned with… both the psychological environment (the life-space in Kurt Lewin’s terms; the world as a particular person perceives and is otherwise affected by it) and with the ecological environment (the objective, preperceptual context of behavior; the real-life settings within which people behave” (1968, p.1)

Like Bronfenbrenner, Barker read Lewin as suggesting that the life-space is individual, subjective and perceptual. As in Bronfenbrenner’s ecological psychology, Barker and his colleagues reintroduced the dualism that Lewin had been trying to avoid, in their distinctions between the perceptual and the pre-perceptual, the objective and the subjective. They then struggled to find ways to “link” these the elements of these pairs. 

Barker (1968) reasoned that while the physical sciences had avoided studying human behavior, the behavioral sciences had, equally, avoided paying attention to objects, so that what was needed was “a science of things and occurrences that have both physical and behavioral attributes.” It was necessary to pay attention to objects in practices, to go beyond the “immediate points of contact” between person and setting in order to understand “the structure of which they are parts.” The irony here is that although Barker believed he was taking a step beyond Lewin’s work, in deciding to focus on “real-life settings” he and Wright in fact became engaged in the very kind of investigation that Lewin had intended his field theory to make possible.
Citing British prime minister Winston Churchill (“We shape our buildings and they shape us” p. 33), Barker proposed that “The subject matter of ecological psychology… must be represented by circuits that incorporate the behavior of persons with objects and events of the ecological environment” (p. 138-139):

“Ecological psychology encompasses the whole E-O-E [Environment-Organism-Environment] arc, and, in addition, certain phenomena within the ecological environment which transmit and shape influences that extend from the termination of one arc to the origins of others. For example, ecological psychology deals not only with events involved in a player's catching a ball in a ball game, but also with the playing field (its size and shape), the other players (their number and skill), the rules of the game, and other ecological phenomena that affect the consequences for subsequent behavior of catching or not catching the ball” (Barker, 1968, p. 138, emphasis removed)

Barker sought to understand the “ecological environment” in two ways. His work initially traced over time what he called the “stream of behavior”  (an approach explored further by Wright). An example of this first approach is the book One Boy’s Day (“a field study in psychological ecology,” Barker & Wright, 1951/1966), which reported the continuous observations Barker and his colleagues made of an individual child’s behavior. I shall return in a moment to this study of the child’s behavior.

Later, viewing this focus on the stream of behavior as still too “person-centered,” Barker turned to the “behavior setting” of the stream (Stodolsky, 1971). Here the approach was to “ignore” the individual, draw a clear distinction between the life-space and the ecological environment, and study the latter. An example of this second approach is the book Midwest and its Children (Barker & Wright, 1955), which described the behavior settings of the small town in which the child’s stream of behavior had been studied in One Boy’s Day. At this point Barker argued that to study the ecological environment we have to learn “to leave the person out of observations of the environment of molar behavior” (1968, p. 16). One must try to see “the extra-individual assemblies of behavior episodes, behavior objects, and space that surround persons” (p. 16). In short, Barker was recommending a focus on the field rather than on the particle.

Barker called these surrounding assemblies “behavior settings.” He identified several of their key characteristics: they are bounded and patterned, and contain regular kinds of behavior and types of object. A behavior setting, he proposed, is a naturally occurring unit, one that is recognized as such by the people who are involved in it (Scott, 2005). It is characterized by a specific and typical time, place, and artifacts; these define its boundaries. Barker described behavior settings as “unities of interdependence,” and he considered them to be inhabited by people who are to a great extent interchangeable and replaceable. People are just one of the various “components” of a behavior setting, and in Barker’s view what they do there depends more on the setting than on their personalities or individual properties. Furthermore, he insisted that a behavior setting exists independently of any individual’s perception of it, although “the behavior settings of a community form a link between the non-psychological milieu of a child and his psychological habitat” (Barker &Wright, 1949, p. 136). 
An important characteristic of any behavior setting is that it manifests what Barker called “standing behavior patterns.” In physics a “standing wave” is a mode of harmonic resonance in a vibrating system in which a part of that system appears to be stationary when in fact it is moving. Although it is made up of traveling waves, the wave pattern appears as though it is standing still. For example, an organ pipe has a resonant frequency, a preferred mode of vibration in which the peaks and troughs of the sound waves within it remain in a constant position. Barker’s concept of a “standing pattern” of behavior suggests that the seemingly stable and regular things that people do in a behavior setting are in fact dynamic properties of the setting as a whole, and that the regularities of the participants’ actions emerge from the setting’s organization rather than from individual desires or intentions. Barker defined a standing pattern as “a bounded pattern in the behavior of persons, en masse” (Barker, 1968, p. 30, original emphasis). Standing patterns are part of any environmental entity. For example, in a basketball game “the game playing of the team members, the refereeing of the officials, the time-keeping of the time-keeper” are each a standing pattern of behavior. Similarly, in a church “the preaching of the pastor, the sitting, listening, standing, and hymn singing of the members of the congregation” are standing patterns, each one an “extra-individual behavior phenomenon… with unique and stable characteristics” (p. 31).

Barker also considered the scope of behavior settings, in terms of the degree of interdependence among their elements. He suggested that what he called “the synomorphs of a community” - those parts similar in shape, form, or structure - “constitute a more or less interconnected network” (p. 35). Within a behavior setting relations of interdependence are high, while across settings they are low. A garage and a service station, for example, might be separated geographically but if they show high dynamic interdependence they should be considered a single behavior setting. Barker traced these relations of interdependence using techniques such as calculating the degree of correlation of measures such as income. If Jones received an annuity his wife’s income would increase proportionally, while that of his barber would change to a much lesser degree, suggesting that Jones and his barber are not in the same behavior setting.

In short, rather than presuming a specific organization to the ecological environment, such as the fixed, hierarchical structure of nested dolls, Barker investigated empirically how the environment is organized in particular circumstances. In contrast to Bronfenbrenner, who envisioned both proximal and distal influences at the boundary zone of the life space, Barker explored in various ways what, as we have seen, he conceived of as the “points of contact” between person and setting: the arcs and circuits that link people and objects in everyday interaction. Bronfenbrenner in fact criticized the way Barker’s work was “limited to the immediate, concrete setting containing the living creature” (Bronfenbrenner, 1977, p. 514) and consequently, in his opinion, neglected what he called “socio-structural properties” (p. 523) of the environment. Barker’s way of thinking was, he suggested, an appropriate approach to the study of animals but not that of humans. My view is that, on the contrary, this was a strength of Barker’s approach, and that by refusing to assume an a priori distinction between the proximal and the distal he was able to investigate empirically those points where the person was in contact with ‘socio-structural’ elements. First he followed the individual person to trace the links they made among various settings; then he mapped the settings to explore the modes of behavior made possible by their “assemblies” of “things and occurrences.”  He traced the scope, bounds, and dynamic structuring of the ecological environment, considering it as a social space, a field, that is bounded, patterned, and dynamic. 

Observation and Uncertainty

As we have seen, however, Barker insisted on drawing a distinction between the behavior setting, which is social and objective, and the life-space, which is individual and subjective. Despite the strengths of his investigations of the former, the fact that he considered it distinct from the latter limits the adequacy of his treatment of the situativity of psychological phenomena. It remained dualistic.


The contradiction in Barker’s approach to ecological psychology becomes clearly evident in a preoccupation he expressed in the introduction to One Boy’s Day, namely his concern that the study of the child’s situation required an observer, but the fact of being observed changed the situation: 

“the presence of an observer of behavior often changes the psychological situation and hence the actions and feelings of the person observed. How can the student of psychological ecology keep the situation natural and observe naturally occurring behavior when it is not natural for an observer to be present?” (Barker & Wright, 1951/1966, pp. 5-6).

Barker’s concern seems at first glance to be merely that of how to keep the situation “natural.” But the deeper concern is that one cannot know in what manner, and to what extent, the observer changes what is observed. 


To explore the issues that are involved here we need to return for a moment to Lewin, and to the physics of his time. Around 1944, as he moved to MIT with the founding of the Research Center for Group Dynamics, Lewin had coined the term “action research” (Lewin, 1946; cf. Adelman, 1993) to refer to a kind of investigation that included cycles of description, diagnosis, and change. He also made a statement that has become famous: “If you want to truly understand something, try to change it” (Lewin, 1948). This was twenty years after Werner Heisenberg had published his famous paper on the uncertainty principle (Heisenberg, 1927): namely, that no measurement of a system can produce exact values of all the relevant variables, since the act of measuring changes the system. I have not found explicit references by Lewin to Heisenberg’s work, but he certainly would have been familiar with it. He must have considered whether Heisenberg’s insight into physical measurement might have relevance to psychology. One can see in “action research” a recognition that one cannot investigate any system without changing it.
It is ironic that years after Lewin suggested that to know a situation one should change it, Barker was preoccupied to avoid any kind of change in his study of the child’s situation. Barker’s preoccupation with this issue and the attempts he made to resolve it show his commitment to an ideal of scientific objectivity defined as a freedom from influence on what is being studied, a stance of detachment and impersonality. However, the honesty with which his own observers recorded the results of their attempts to avoid changing the situation shows the impossibility of such an ideal, and also that reflexivity is in fact the key to the solution of how to study any situation. 


Barker attempted to solve the problem that observation changes the life-space principally by having his observers “trained to keep in the background by varying their behavior as the situation varied” (Barker & Wright, 1951/1966, p. 6). It is worth noting that this already supposed that the observers were able to understand and respond appropriately to the stream of behavior, implying that the latter was not as ‘individual’ as Barker had supposed. Barker argued in addition that the use of several observers (eight in all, on half-hour rotations) would avoid the formation of “a single, unique interpersonal relation” (p. 6) between observer and observed. He acknowledged that training and rotating observers in this way would not eliminate all influence, but he argued that the degree of remaining influence could be “estimated,” and that the modified situation would remain “significant” because it was still a source of “real behavior”:

“The observers undoubtedly had some influence upon Raymond’s life on April 26, 1949. The record permits an estimate of the nature and extent of some of this influence…. For a number of problems the fact of observer influence is not disturbing. One thing to be considered here is that any interaction of Raymond with an observer is real behavior with significance in its own right. Every such interaction can be accepted as telling us something about Raymond as a particular boy of Midwest” (p. 7) 


However, what is striking, and rather charming, when one reads the resulting observational records is the extent to which they demonstrate that an interpersonal relationship existed despite all these precautions. For example, outside the school at mid-morning the observer found himself being observed:

“11:32 When I opened the front door of the school, Raymond was standing about halfway between the school entrance and the street, facing the door.

He stared at me for about half a minute, standing almost motionless with his hands in his pockets. He seemed to be waiting for me and wondering what my next move would be.

Finally he turned around and started sauntering up the sidewalk toward the main part of town” (p. 162)

In a second example, late in the afternoon, the observed child successfully drew the observer into a conversational exchange: 

“4:00 As he neared the steps he slowed down.

He stopped short directly in front of me.

He sat back on the seat and gave me what seemed to be a ‘let’s talk’ look.

I asked him what brand of bike he had.

He answered, ‘Arrow,’ smiling shyly at me.

I commented that my son had an Arrow and it was a good brand.

He seemed pleased by my comments” (pp. 290-291) 

In a third example, now in the backyard at home, the boy offered refreshment to his observer.

“5:12 Suddenly he stopped patting her [the family dog] and looked directly up at me.

He asked politely and genially, ‘Are you thirsty?’ He started to rise before I could answer.

He walked rapidly to the back stoop and up to the kitchen door.

He went in first and held the door open for me, not looking back.

He went directly to the cupboard and said, pondering, ‘My mother keeps the glasses here somewhere.’

…

He started filling the glass, and seemed intent upon the procedure.

I asked pleasantly, ‘Could I have mine about half full?’

He replied, ‘yes,’ very politely.

When the glass was about half full, Raymond asked, ‘Is that enough?’ He spoke politely and with a certain sophistication that seemed to fit the procedure.

I said, ‘Thank you.’” (pp. 330-331)

These observations seem quotidian and trivial. Their significance is the light they throw on the social character of the child’s behavior stream. Raymond did not live in a bubble-like individual situation, as Barker had assumed. Unlike the observer, he was not pretending that his situation was not thoroughly social. (Perhaps he was too young for such dissimulation. Barker argues that Raymond was at an age “when self-consciousness and social sensitivity are not great” (p. 7), though to me these examples show a high degree of such sensitivity.) Despite the observers’ efforts to merge into the background, the fact that the child responded to the way the presence of the observer had changed their life-space in ways the observer understood and could in turn respond to shows very clearly that the “stream of behavior” is not individual and subjective, but both personal and social.  

These recorded observations show that the practice of observation contradicts Barker’s theory of situations. In theory the stream of behavior is individual and subjective; in practice it is social. Observing the life-space will always change it, just as a mass entering the gravitational field of a system of bodies changes that field; in fact, that is how we measure it! Once we grant this it is obvious that no degree of adjustment by the observer can reduce, let alone eliminate, the observer effect. If objectivity is understood as observation free from influence, it can never be achieved, or even approximated. 

However, in practice both the child and the observer make repeated and successful attempts to, as Cole, Hood and McDermott put it, “manage” and “transform” their shared situation, and these efforts make the fact that their situation is shared undeniable. One is reminded of Lewin’s recommendation, cited earlier, that “We do well to start again with the simple facts of everyday life for which the possibility of an adequate social observation never could be in doubt because community life is unthinkable without it.” The influence that the observer, and the act of observation, have on the child’s behavior are examples of the reflexivity of psychological investigation. Reflexivity is present when the actions of observers of a system affect what they are observing. This reflexivity is unavoidable, but it is actually a strength of investigation, not a weakness (see discussions by Bourdieu & Wacquant, 1992; Latour, 1988; Morawski, 2005; Smith, 2005). 

The Life Space is a Social Situation of which the Researcher is part 
At first glance, viewing every situation as social appears to make the problem of how the researcher can grasp it more complex, not easier. But in fact this move provides the solution to the problem. Treating the situation as a individual and subjective life-space, as we have seen, inevitably “leads to paradox”  because “The field continually collapses to a point; [one] is in the position of someone holding one end of a string, and forced to argue that the pull he feels comes not from the other end, but his own end” (Martin, 2003, p. 19). What we learn from an examination of the ecological psychology of Bronfenbrenner and Barker is that the researcher is not completely closed out from a private and subjective perception of a ‘phenomenological’ situation. Nor, of course, do they have direct, unmediated entry to a social situation, but that is a topic for another paper (cf. Packer, 2010). What a researcher has is mediated access to a situation which is always social, and in which researcher and researched occupy positions that are certainly distinct, yet are related. We have here the bases for an investigation that thinks relationally and that recognizes and employs reflexivity.  


The promise of a “networks and trajectories” approach such as Actor-Network-Theory is that it is both relational and reflexive. This is not so much because there is anything special about the concept of a network with its “interconnected points,” or of a trajectory as a dynamic movement, though in both these respects ANT rejects the assumptions we have seen embodied in the concentric-circles, Russian doll, metaphor for context. It is because, as Bourdieu puts it, “In analytic terms, a field may be defined as a network, or a configuration, of objective relations between positions” (Bourdieu & Wacquant, 1992, p. 97), and the principal advantage of this is that “To think in terms of field is to think relationally” (p. 96, original emphasis). In addition the networks approach considers the researcher to be necessarily involved with the social situation being studied.The relationality extends to the researcher. Indeed, the word “network” refers not to a particular kind of object so much as the relationship the researcher must have with the phenomena of interest. Latour has put this clearly: 

“The network does not designate a thing out there that would have roughly the shape of interconnected points, much like a telephone, a freeway, or a sewage ‘network,’ It is nothing more that an indicator of the quality of a text about the topics at hand“ (Latour, 2005). 
The point is that the written text that is the product of research should not be considered a neutral, detached, objective description of a preexisting, independent phenomenon. It should be thought of as an event in the situation. Itself the study of events, the research report, the text the researcher writes, is another event:

“The whole question is to see whether the event of the social can be extended all the way to the event of the reading through the medium of the text. This is the price to pay for objectivity, or rather ‘objectfullness’ to be achieved” (p. 133)

A network is not merely the traces of movements of people and objects, it is their traced movements, traced by the researcher. One can identify four central characteristics of the network approach. First, one assumes that in the phenomenon of interest, whether it be solving a problem, learning something new, or a change in ones identity, connections have been assembled among particular people and artifacts, one which is traceable. Second, one does not assume that everything is connected, so the specific connections need to be discovered. Third, it is assumed that work must be done to establish and maintain these connections. But, fourth and most importantly for our discussion here, the connections have to be “traced anew" by the researcher. The activity of conducting research, of tracing the movements of agents, in this sense brings the network into existence. 


Much of this should remind us of Barker’s characterizations of behavior settings. Recall that Barker set out to empirically explore the scope and boundaries of these settings, to trace and map their links and interrelationships. He proposed that within a setting there is a kind of dynamic production of stasis: work is continually being done to keep things as they are. Further, he proposed that people are simply one kind of component to a behavior setting, and that we should attribute no special status to them. The workings of a setting should not be reduced to the goals and purposes of individual people.


In a similar way, actor-network theory rethinks the  character of the situation, replacing any notion of a preexisting social order, a fixed context in which people are embedded as though at the center of a set of nested dolls, with the notion of an ongoing ordering or assembling. This extends to the point of treating persons and objects themselves as assembled. ANT tries to avoid any a priori metaphysics, and instead explores the kinds of entity that exist in a particular social assemblage. What kinds of object, what kinds of subject? What ways to be? ANT borrows the notion of “actant”  from Greimas' work on the semiotics of narrative (Greimas & Courtes, 1976), in order to emphasize the ontological heterogeneity of networks. An actant is anything that has a structural function in the plot of a narrative: as helper, sender, receiver, etc. An actant can be either a person or an object. There have been many objections to what has been seen as a suggestion that people and objects should be treated identically, and Latour has tried to clarify the point: 

“ANT is not, I repeat is not, the establishment of some absurd ‘symmetry between humans and non-humans’. To be symmetric, for us, simply means not to impose a priori some spurious asymmetry among human intentional action and a material world of causal relations” (2005, p. 76)

Just as the network approach overcomes the dualism of individual and situation it also overcomes the dualism of subject and object, and makes it possible to think about both the agency of 'objects' and the objectivity of 'subjects.' Like Barker, it wants to do justice to both things and occurrences. Latour explains that "The question then becomes how to explore the actors’ own metaphysics" (2005, p. 51), a metaphysics that is established when a network is assembled, and in this respect ANT is the study of ontologies. What is needed from the researcher in such investigation is not detachment but the “ontological complicity” appropriate to the field being studied (Wacquant, 2005). 


Like Barker, ANT views phenomena that seem fixed and static as in fact arrangements of fluid, dynamic processes. Just as a “standing pattern” of behavior seems stationary but in fact is in constant movement, a network seems ordered and timeless but in fact is in constant formation. Latour writes that "It would be fairly accurate to describe ANT as being half Garfinkel and half Greimas" (2005, p. 54). ANT has drawn here on ethnomethodology (Garfinkel, 1967; Garfinkel & Rawls, 2006) in its emphasis on the ongoing contingent accomplishment of diverse kinds of order. Just as we cannot examine a vibrating system without interacting with it and altering its properties, so we cannot conduct research on the person-environment system without making contact with it and participating in it. The study of situated psychological phenomena requires that the researcher be complicit, involved, and obtrusive, and that they follow the threads wherever they may lead. 

In short, the networks-and-trajectories approach to the investigation of phenomena that have traditionally been considered as individual and subjective - phenomena such as learning, memory, perception and cognition - and which are now being placed in context, but in a rather confused way, conceptualizes these phenomena both relationally and reflexively. In doing so it is continuing in a direction that Lewin first pointed out for us, but which was obscured by the dominant model that humans know the world by forming individual mental representations of it. 
Conclusions
I suspect that the origin of the idea that a situation is subjective and individual is close to each of us. The shocking discovery that other people do not experience the world as one does is part of everyone’s childhood. Each of us is born with a natural egocentrism, not a lack of awareness of others but on the contrary a lack of differentiation from other people. As differentiation advances it seems at first that each individual inhabits their own world. However, with time we realize that this is not the case, and that others live in the same world we do, although with different interests, different educations, and different perspectives. Their way of understanding the world is not radically discontinuous with our own, but it is nonetheless different and we need to work to communicate so as to grasp where they are coming from.

I began this paper by pointing out that the call to situativity is not new, and this raises the question of why it has proved so difficult for psychology to consistently construe the relationship between person and environment as an intrinsic one. I pointed out that when we treat the environment as individual and subjective it is by definition inaccessible both to other people and to a researcher. This view of the situation prevents us from thinking either relationally or reflexively. Once we define the researcher’s job as that of providing “objective” knowledge of this “subjective” lifeworld, insuperable problems, both conceptual and methodological, immediately arise. 

The solution is to rethink the environment as social, and this is indeed what Lewin was proposing. We must recognize that a researcher has access to a situation because it is both personal and social, so that the researcher always has a position within it. This implies, of course, that the knowledge they obtain is itself involved and situated. To see this as an advantage rather than as a disaster for scientific inquiry requires a profound rethinking, and an epistemology and ontology different from what is customary in psychology (or in the other social sciences, for the most part). It requires rethinking and reclaiming what is social in psychology (Stam, 2006). 

What is new and important about the networks-and-trajectories approach is not the particular configuration it attributes to the situation (that it is more like gnarled roots than like a nested doll) but its insistence that the researcher is always located in the situation, busily reassembling it. If we avoid both an objective observation from outside (what Barker’s observers were attempting) and a romantic fusion from inside (as Geertz (1972), for example, at first claimed to achieve), we will recognize that research is conducted by means of complicity (Marcus, 1997) with a situation which we inevitably transform as we study it. 
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