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Abstract
This article suggests an approach to representation - simultaneously constructivist,

sociocultural, and interpretive - that can address the complementary roles of culture
and individual agency in development. The necessary starting point is to recognize,
following Durkheim, that collective representations are an irreducible reality sui generis
and play a constitutive role in the formation and structuring of individual representa-
tions. Development must be understood as a genuinely dialectical process that includes
the active appropriation (not just passive absorption) of collective representations
through various modes of socially structured symbolic action. This requires both distin-
guishing and grasping the interplay of three analytical levels: individual, relational or
interactional, and collective. Piaget's work is shown to offer an instructive case of how
promising tendencies in this direction have become derailed. The authors also offer a
concrete illustration of one line of research informed by the kind of theoretical approach
advocated here.

Representation has for some time been a central theme in cognitive and develop-
mental psychology. Perner [199 t, p. 2] goes so far as to claim, with some justification,
that '[t]he hallmark of cognitive psychology is representation'. At the same time, the
nature and workings of representations are notoriously fluid, confusing, and unsettled
topics. We would like to intervene in this discussion to argue for an approach to repre-

sentation that can help to address the complementary roles of both culture and individ-
ual agency in the process of development.
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In this respect, we think it is fair to say that, despite some notable attempts to
bridge the gap, most current developmental research falls into two excessively polarized
camps. One fcrcuses more or less exclusively on individuals' cognitive structures and
their inner tendencies toward development, while the other focuses on the sociocultural
contexts and practices within which development occurs. The first body of research
used to be primarily Piagetian in its orientation, but is now increasingly influenced by
perspectives rooted in biology or computer-modeling cognitive science. These ap-
proaches, whatever specific forms they take, yield an incomplete and misleading picture
of development because they tend to neglect or deny the significance of sociocultural
contexts in providing bothresources and motiyations for development and in shaping its
direction; furthermore, they find it difficult to capture important aspects of change and
variation that are socioculturally specific. The second set of approaches, which have
been especially stimulated by the influence of Vygotsky and the Vygotskian school, have
properly emphasized the need to situate the individual mind and self in sociocultural
context. In practice, however, they often tend to go beyond this to dissolvethe individual
in his or her sociocultural context. Thus, even when they claim to be Vygotskian in
inspiration, they are often in danger of sliding into a new form of learning theory. One
result is that, while they can account for change,they often have difficulty formulating a

strong conception of development.

Overcoming these limitations will require a genuinely integrated perspective that is
simultaneously constructivist and sociocultural - and, for reasons to be explained, inter-
pretive as well. Of course, this is easier said than done. In recent years, there have been
increasingly significant efforts to meet this challenge [prominent examples include
Bruner, 1990, 1996; Cole, 1996; Nelson, 1996; Rogoff, 1990; Shore,1996; Shweder,
1991; Stigler et al., 1990;Valsiner, 1989;Wertsch, l99ll, and we offer the present arti-
cle as a contribution to this larger enterprise. As all the authors just cited point out, the
quest for a socioculturally sophisticated psychology is far from novel; it can build on the
achievements of important precursors which, for various reasons, have generally failed
to become solidly established in the mainstream of psychology (and allied disciplines).
Indeed, the subtitle of Cole's [ 1996] recent book on Cultural Psychology describes it as

A Once and Future Discipline. The task, then, is not to start from scratch but to resume
the interrupted project of a sociocultural developmental psychology.

Those who seek to advance this project can learn some valuable lessons by recon-
sidering the ways that it has gotten derailed in the past. We propose that one especially
instructive case of such a derailment is to be found within the work of Piaget. Piaget
was certainly not a major protagonist in the development of sociocultural psychology;
but, to a degree some may find surprising, the implications of some of his own theoret-
ical positions shouldhave led him in that direction. It is therefore worth examining the
factors that helped to produce such a different outcome. We also argue that the effort
to put this project back on track can draw some crucial guidance from a figure who
had a major impact on Piaget's thought, but toward whom Piaget maintained an
engaged and critical ambivalence throughout his intellectual career: namely, Durk-
heim. [For some previous suggestions regarding Durkheim's usefulness for sociocultu-
ral psychology, see Nicolopoulou, 1993; Nicolopoulou and Cole, 1993.1 The contribu-
tions offered by Durkheim lie both in his general theoretical approach and, more spe-

cifically, in his treatment of representation. Curiously enough, the recent burst of writ-
ing in sociocultural psychology has rarely sought explicitly to link the issues it
addresses to the problem of representation that has figured so prominently in main-
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stream psychological discussions.r Durkheim suggests an effective and illuminating
way to make this link, by framing the problem in terms of the relationship between
individual and collective representations.

Individual and Collective Representations

We should begin by noting that there are several systematic ambiguities in the ways
that the term'representation'is used in both scholarly work and everyday discourse. In
cognitive and developmental psychology, 'representation' is generally used in a techni-
cal sense to refer to mental representations - that is, the range of concepts, images,
models, and propositions 'internal' to the mind which in one way or another denote,
evoke, organize, and/or categorize phenomena in the external world. Constructing such
internal representations and performing operations upon them is central to the activity
of thinking.

Thus, for Piaget 11945/1962,p.671, whose usage continues to be typical in this
respect: 'In the broad sense, representation is identical with thought, i.e., with all intelli-
gence which is based on a system of concepts or mental schemas and not merely on
perceptions or actions.'Piaget adds that, in a more narrow and specific sense, 'represen-
tation' indicates 'the mental or memory image, i.e., the symbolic evocation of absent
realities'. In other words, the key analytical distinction here is between 'conceptual
representation'and 'symbolic or imaged representation' [p. 68] - which we might also

characterize as a distinction between the constitutive and purely referential dimensions
of representation. That is, systems of representation are not merely used to denote or
designate specific objects (their referential function); they also - more importantly -
provide us with constitutive models for organizing and interpreting reality. But it is
clear that both of these forms of representation are conceived as phenomena 'internal' to
mental activity. In this sense, the heart of the Piagetian project can be seen as the effort
to specify the nature and transformations of our mental representations, and of the
cogrritive capacities underlying them. Other current models in cognitive psychology,
which may diverge sharply from Piaget's analysis of representation in other respects,
largeiy share this basic tendency to think of representations fundamentally in terms of
mental representations.

On the other hand, when the term 'representation' is used in other areas of inquiry,
or by the educated lay person, it usually refers to phenomena that are essentially'exter-
nal'to the mind, in the sense of being public and intersubjective. Thus, the English word
d-o-g represents a certain kind of furry animal, so that when we say 'dog' another
English-speaker should know what we mean; a written language or numerical system is
described as a medium of graphic representation; a picture of a person or thing is a
representation of that thing; and so on. Or, in more densely metaphorical and multival-
ent forms of symbolic representation, an iconic image like the cross may simultaneous-
ly 'represent' a whole range of things from the Passion of Christ to Christianity in
general.

I The major exception is Nelson [1996], to which we will return below. The argument of the present article was

largely worked out before we had the opportunity to read this important and illuminating book; but we are pleased to
discover that the perspective offered here convbrges in sigrificant ways with the one informing Nelson's analysis.
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The point to emphasize is that we are dealing here, not just with two kinds of
representation, but with two different underlying conceptions of what is significant
about the phenomenon of representation. In the first case, a crucial feature of represen-

tations is that they are'internal'to the mind. In the second case, one of the key defining
criteria that help make something a representation is precisely that it is public, or inter-
subjective.

This basic distinction between internal (or mental) and external (or public) repre-
sentations is fairly obvious once it has been pointed out. However, for any approach to
representation that seeks to consider the bearing of culture on development, it is of
prime importance to keep the analytical distinction between these two types of repre-
sentation clearly in mind, precisely in order to examine the interrelations between them
in a systematic way. It is therefore significant that, in practice, developmental research

rarely delineates this distinction explicitly or seriously pursues its implications. Most
psychological treatments of representation focus more or less exclusively on internal
representations. To use one authoritative overview as an example: Mandler's [1983]
chapter on 'Representation' in the Handbook of Child Psychology mentions external
representations (such as 'children's pictorial representations') in passing in its first few
paragraphs lpp. a20-4211, but then deals entirely with mental representations. In other
cases, discussions slide between internal and external representations without carefully
demarcating the issues involved [this is true even in such a densely argued book as

Perner, I 99 1 I. Among the few recent discussions in developmental psychology that the-
matize explicitly the distinction between internal and external representations - leaving
aside Nelson [1996], mentioned earlier - are those of David Olson and Robin Campbell

[see Campbell and Olson, 1990; Olson and Campbell, 1993]; however, even they do not
develop the explanalory significance of this distinction very far.2

A major reason for this lack of attention is the widespread assumption, even among
researchers who study children's capacities to use various forms of external representa-
tion, that external or public representations do not play an important constitutive role
in the formation and development of internal representations. In order to see why this
approach might be insufficient, we propose taking the next step beyond the basic dis-
tinction between internal and external representations to add a more ambitious, and
perhaps less obvious, distinction between individual and collective representations. The
terminology on which we are drawing is taken from Durkheim - the locus classicus for
this analysis isThe Elementary Forms of Religious LifefDvkcheim,1912/1995], and the
themes run through much of Durkheim's work, going back especially to his article on
'Individual and Collective Representations' [Durkheirn 1898/1974;see also 1897/1951,
pp. 310-315]. However, the ideas involved are certainly not peculiar to him; and,
whether or not one wants to accept the whole of Durkheim's analysis - a matter which
we need not address here - the central insight captured in his notion of collective repre-
sentations is of fundamental importance. It may be worth spelling out some of the logic
behind it. [Some of the theoretical background to the discussion in the next several
paragraphs is laid out in Weintraub, 19741.

The distinction between internal and external representations is an indispensable

starting point. Taken by itself, however, it might be understood as merely implying that

2 This is especially surprising because the conceptual issues involved
well-known work on the cognitive consequences of literacy, which argues,

graphic representation has systematic impiications for modes of thinking.

are fundamental to Olson's [1977, 1994]
in effect, that the mastery of systems of
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external (or public) representations are simply the means for communicating internal
representations. But such a picture would convey a very partial and misleading concep-
tion of both the nature of culture and its constitutive significance. Culture is more than
just a sum of communications and interactions. It includes, above all, conceptual and
symbolic systems that provide crucial frameworks, models, and resources for human
thought and action. The underlying structures that organize these conceptual and sym-
bolic systems are fundamentally 'the result of a collective elaboration' [Durkheim,
l9l4lI973a, p. 1511 that individuals must appropriate, master, and internalize.

A classic example is, of course, language. For communicating with others and for
the 'inner speech' of our mental life we need to use, not language in general, but some
particular language. And every language confronts us as a complex and flexible but
rule-governed system with a distinctive inner logic of its own. It is neither the product
nor the property of any single individual, and no individual can master the whole of
even the simplest natural language; at the same time, every individual who speaks a

language contributes to its reproduction and, through its mastery and use, can to a
certain extent put his or her personal stamp on it. The same holds true (with infinite
variations of detail) for styles of art, for different moral codes and forms of moral
discourse, for conflicting ideologies (which Geertz 11973, p. 2201memorably describes
as 'maps of problematic social reality and matrices for the creation of collective con-

science'), for cultural idioms of masculinity and femininity fHerdt, 1981], and so on in
rich profusion.

In short, these cognitive and symbolic systems need to be understood as genuinely

collective realities, embodied most fundamentally not in the heads of individuals but in
culture. And, as these examples should make clear, they carry with them distinctive
frameworks for mapping and ordering reality, for shaping experience, and for structur-
ing practices. In other words, systems of collective representations have constitutive as

well as purely referential significance. Thus, the resources that individuals draw from
culture include, not just specific pieces of information or tools of communication, but
also organizing cognitive (and evaluative) structures. The appropriation and mastery of
these culturally elaborated forms is an essential condition of human thought and action,
and especially of the development of specifically human powers and capacities; at the
same time, this process of appropriation necessarily shapes the individual's develop-
ment in profound and socioculturally distinctive ways.3

The perspective we have just sketched out, and which we strongly endorse, forms
the core premise of any serious sociocultural understanding of development. It is
shared, for example, by Vygotsky's sociocultural psychology, by the type of interpretive
anthropology championed by Geertz lI973l, by the position developed by Berger and
Luckmann [1966], and by the approach to'cultural psychology' that has informed the
recent work of Bruner I I 990, 19961. [For more extended discussion of the shared prob-

3 Charles Taylor develops a powerful argument along similar iines, though with a slightly different terminology,
stressing the crucial constitutive role of inter-subjective meanings' - which, for present puryoses, we can treat as

equivalent to collective representations - in human action. Such intersubjective meanings, Taylor [1985a] shows,

cannot be reduced to the sum or coordination of subjective, individuai meanings, but are embodied, for example, in
institutions and social practices: 'The meanings and norms implicit in these practices are not just in the minds of the
actors but are out there in the practices themselves... Hence, they are not subjective meanings, the property of one or
some individuals, but rather inter-subjective meanings which are constitutive of the social matrix in which individuals
Iind themselves and act' [p. 36; see also Taylor, 1985b, 1995]. We draw a more explicit analyticai distinction tlan
Taylor does between the intersubjectfue and collective dimensions of meaningful practices (with the second heiping to

constitute the generative matrix for the first); but, substantively, we are entirely in accord with his argument.
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lematic that links these theoretical positions - despite all their differences - see Nicolo-
poulou, 1993 (particularly pp. 8-10, 13-16), 1997a, b.l In all these cases, one can trace
more or less complex and indirect lines of connection to Durkheim's insistence that the
phenomena of social structure and culture are not reducible to individual phenomena,
but are, in his characteristic phrase, 'realities sui generis' - that is, with a nature and
logic of their own. And, as we noted, Durkheim offers us a conceptual vocabuiary that
links these issues to the problem of representation, by drawing an analytical distinction
between individual and collective representations. To paraphrase slightly, Durkheim
U898/l9"l4l argues that, just as the mental life of individuals is made up of internal
representations, the world of culture - in its manifestations from language to religion to
science to everyday common sense - is structured above all by systems of collective
representations. To say that culture plays a critical role in development is to say that
systems of collective representations are a reality sui generis, and that they play a consti-
tutive role in the formation and structuring of individual representations. This recogni-
tion is, we repeat, an indispensable foundation for any serious sociocultural psy-
chology.a

Insights and lllusions of Piagetian Gonstructivism: Recapturing a

Dialectical and Sociocultural Approach

At this point in the argument one encounters a challenge (or at least a caveat) from
Piaget. Piaget recognizes that what we have been calling collective representations are
part of the raw material with which mind works (and, in fact, he often uses the phrase

'collective representations' itself, as even a casual reader ofthe essays collected in Piaget

U977ll995llwillnotice), but his theory of development does not give culture a constitu-
tive role. Instead, the overwhelming focus of his analysis is on the internal dynamics of
the individual's cognitive structures. While Piaget certainly sees the individual's con-
frontation with the external worid as a factor in development, this is largely the world of
objects, not the world of culture.

All this is well known; and, although what is well known in this case requires some
qualification, we believe it is not essentially misleading. However, this situation is
actually more puzzling than it might appear on the surface. Piaget (unlike a good deal of
Piagetian psychology) was keenly aware of the significance of irreducibly collective
sociocultural structures, and of their status as realities sui generis. A great many formu-
lations, from throughout Piaget's oeuvre, could be cited to demonstrate this point. Here
is just one example taken from Play, Dreams and Imitation in ChildhoodlPiaget,Ig45l
1962,p.l43l:

In other words, there are games with rules that have become'institutional' in the sense that they
are social realities which are passed on through the pressure ofone generation on the next... as, for
example, in the game of marbles, which in Switzerland is not played after the end of childhood, and is

therefore passed on prrrely through the social pressure ofchildren.

aTo put it another way, it is at the heart of what Louis Dumont [966/1980, pp. 4-8] terms the 'sociological

apperception'- that is, 'the apperception ofman as a social being'. The fact that Dumont was an anthropoiogist by
profession. noted first for his landmark analysis ofthe Indian caste system I I 966/1 980] and then for his historicai and

theoretical investigations of modern western individualism [Dumont 1977], makes it clear that this 'sociological

apperception' is not the exclusive property of any one discipline; integrating it effectively into concrete research is an

essential (and permanent) task for sociocultural psychoiogy.
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The central idea is conveyed even more pointedly in this passage from Structur-
alism fPiaget, 19 68/ 197 l, pp. 7 4-7 5]:

Language is a group institution. Its rules are imposed on individuals. One generation coercively
transmits it to the next, and this has been true as long as there have been men. Any given form of it, any
particular spoken language, derives from some eadier form, which in turn flows from some still more
primitive form, and so on.... The syntax and semantics of a language yield a set of rules to which any
individual must submit, not only when he wants to express his thought to others, but even when he

wants to express it'internally'... Language, in short, is independent of the decisions of individuals; it is
the bearer of multi-millennial traditions; and it is every man's indispensable instrument of thought.5

Piaget often remarks, as a matter of course, that 'obviously social life plays an essen-

tial role in the elaboration of concepts and of the representational schemas related to
verbal expression.. ..'U94511962,p.4; emphasis added].0 Indeed, at the level of general

meta-theoretical statements, he never departs from the position that'human knowledge
is essentially collective, and social life constitutes an essential factor in the creation and
growth of knowledge, both pre-scientific and scientific' [Piaget, 1950/1995c. p. 30]. He
can be quite emphatic on this point:

In conclusion, we believe that social life is a necessary condition for the development of logic.

Thus, we believe that social life transforms the very nature of the individual, making him pass from an

autistic state to one involving personality. In speaking of cooperation, therefore, we understand a

process that creates new realities and not a mere exchange between fully deveioped individuals lPiaget
1928/1995d, p.2l0l.

Furthermore, in some of Piaget's early work, most notably The Moral Judgment of
the ChildlPiaget,19321i9651, he situates the process of development quite brilliantly in
the context of social relationships.T The key to Piaget's sociological analysis, here and
elsewhere, is his ideal-typical contrast - somewhat oversimplified, but for certain pur-
poses quite fruitful * between two fundamental types of relationships: those based on
inequality, unilateral respect, authority, and constraint and those based on equality,
mutual respect, reciprocity, and cooperation. Nor does Piaget see this kind of analysis as

applicable only to moral development. He consistently asserts, as in the passage just
quoted [Piaget 192811995d], that this explanatory framework has important implica-
tions for understanding intellectual development as well: Relationships of reciprocity,
cooperation, and discussion among equals form an essential context for the develop-
ment of both moral autonomy and rational thought [Piaget, 193211965, pp. 341-371,
395-404; for some other formulations of this often-reiterated argument, which demon-

5 This passage closely follows similar formulations by Durkheim, particularly one in Durkheim ll925ll973b,
p. 691. Piaget 11933/1995e, pp.224,238-2391 also emphasizes at various points the'striking'convergence between
Durkheim's understanding of language and that of Saussure's structurai linguistics (a convergence that is not surpds-
ing, since it probably testifies to the influence ofthe former on the latter).

6 Of course, these remarks are almost always followed by some sort of qualifrcation. In the case of the formula-
tion just cited, the 'but' is that sozle eiements of the symbolic funciion must make their appearance during the int'ant's

first year, before the acqtisition oflanguage. However, this qualifrcation leaves the main point intact.
1 The Moral Judgment is, of course, explicitly structured around a critical engagement with Durkheim F925l

1973b1. Piaget's forceful - and in some ways quite insightful - critique of Durkheim's position should not be allowed to
obscure the extent to which his own argument remains within the theoretical terms set by Durirtreim: 'On the main
thesis of Durirfieim's doctrine, i.e., the explanation of moraiity by social life, and the interpretation of ils changes in
terms of the varying structure of society, we can naturaily only agree ....' lPiaget, 1932/1965, p. 343].
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strate quite clearly the continuity of Piaget's thinking on this subject, cf . Piaget, 1928/
1995d, 1933/1995e,194411995h,1950/l995c,1959,1960ll995gl.8Ttrislineofanalysis
opens up some very promising avenues for socially situated developmental research that
are still far from having been fully explored.

Considerations of this sort have led some [Smith, 1995, 1996] to argue that the
prevailing image of Piaget's developmental theory as one centered on'the paradigm of a
lone organism pitted against nature' [Bruner, 1985, p. 25, quoted by Smith, 1995, p. 6]
is simply incorrect. The criticism that Piaget's model lacks an adequate sociocultural
dimension is thus quite misplaced; on the contrary, the starting point for further discus-
sion should be a recognition that Piaget's treatment of the social context of development
is both robust and sophisticated. As we have aiready suggested, this view is not entirely
without foundation. However, a wholesale revisionism along these lines would be exces-

sively generous. When it comes to sociocultural analysis, Piaget can certainly talk the
talk, but, unfortunately, it is not so clear that he can really walk the walk. This is so in at

least two ways, both of which are instructive: interactional reductionism and theoretical
decalage.

I nt er acti onal Re duct ionis m
First of all, even in a work like The Moral Judgment, Piaget tends to reduce the

'social' context of development to interaction, and largely neglects the cultural matrix
within which interactions take place, and which structures their nature, meaning, and

impact. Nor is this simply an oversight, or a matter of the research techniques that
happened to be used in this particular study. It is linked (in a somewhat complex way, to
which we can do only partial justice here) to Piaget's central theoretical account of how
one ought to conceive the relationship between the individual and society.

As some of the previous quotations from Piaget have already indicated, he express-

ly rejects any approach based on 'atomistic individualism' - a position that he more
than once credits Durkheim with having already demolished [Piaget, 194511995f,
p. 1351 - and protests against his own work being understood in this fashion (which has
generally been the case, we have to add, for his followers as well as his critics). To see

society as merely an aggregation of individuals and their activities, or to imagine that
individual development could emerge from the solitary confrontation between the indi-
vidual and physical reality, independent of the formative role of social context, is, Pia-
get insists, fundamentally erroneous and scientifically naive [194511995f , pp. 135-136,
145-146; 193311995e, pp. 221ff; 1950/1995c, pp. 39-401. Such a perspective merely
reflects 'the perpetual prejudices of common sense which a scientific sociology has had
to, and must continue to, combat' [Piaget 195011995c, p. 39].

On the other hand, Piaget also finds Durkheim's approach problematic in impor-
tant respects, arguing (along with some other figures of Francophone structuralism) that
it rests on an overly 'global' and monolithic conception of society. Piaget agrees that a

social whole cannot simply be reduced to the sum of its parts, if only because it trans-

forms those parts, but society is a complex rather than a simple or uniform totality.

8 In this connection, Piaget more than once commends 'those accurate remark of Durkheim on the analogy

between logical principles and moral principies' [1928/1995d, p. 196]. And Piaget's [193211965] assertion that 'Logic

is the morality of thought just as moraiity is the logic of action' can be taken as an eloquent paraphrase of a eentral

argument in Durkheim 11914/19731- though, again, Piaget interprets the implications ofthis position differently.
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What is necessary is a more 'analytic', 'relational', and differentiated model of social
context that can retain Durkheim's anti-reductionist insights without the misconcep-
tions encouraged by his excessively vague, unitary, and 'substantialist' image of the
social totality [Piaget 194511995f, pp. 135-136; see also 1928/1995d, p. 188;1950/
1995c, pp.40-41;196811971. pp.97-98; in translating Piaget's terms, we have used

'relational'instead of 'relativist']. "Society' is neither a thing nor a cause, but a system of
relationships'that, in various ways, shape and transform the individuals who partici-
pate in them fPiaget 1945/t962, p. 68]. Indeed, in so far as it has this transformative
impact, 'every relationship constitutes, on its own scale, a'whole' in Durkheim's sense'

[Piaget 194511995f,p. 136]. 'But it is essential to understand', Piaget continues,

that this in no way comes back to individualism. The primary fact, from this point of view, is neither
the individual nor the set of individuals but the relationships among individuals, a relationship con-

stantiy modifying individual consciousnesses themselves, as Durkheim desires [p. 136].

Up to a point, this argument is both sophisticated and illuminating. Leaving aside

the question of whether these criticisms of Durkheim are entirely justified (which, in
fact, they are not), it is hard to quarrel with the value of efforts to reconstruct the
patterns of relationships into which social wholes can be articulated, and to differentiate
the effects of different types of relationships. However, Piaget does not seem to have

appreciated the danger that identifying society with relationships might simply lead to

an exchange of individualist reductionism for interactional reductionism - which would
represent an advance of sorts, but only a partial one.

Indeed. in his more careless moments Piaget U94lll995bl does say that'one can

reduce all'social facts'to interactions between individuals'1p.971, and his occasional

remarks to the effect that '[s]ociety is the sum of social relationships' lPiaget, 19321

1965, p. 395] might lead an unwary reader to conclude that he means 'sum' in the sense

of simple addition or aggregation. This is not really what he means, and he usually
speaks, more carefully and precisely, of systems of relationships. But Piaget's ambiguity
(conceptual as well as terminological) in discussing these issues is nevertheless telling. It
brings out the fact that to speak so casually of 'relationships' actually conflates two
analytically distinct levels of phenomena: Particular relationships or interactions
(which, of course, are already not precisely the same things) may be interpersonal or
intersubjective experiences, but systems of relationships have an irreducibly collective
dimension.

Consider, for example, that such systems of relationships include institutional
structures, ranging from the small-scale worlds of preschool classrooms to the more
impersonal frameworks of large-scale bureaucratic organizations and, on the grandest

scale, of the global market economy. None of these can be reduced to a mere sum of
interactions and relationships, for the same reason that the structure of a language can-

not be reduced to the sum of conversations using that language: Each, in its own way,

has an overall systemic logic that, to a greater or lesser degree, shapes and structures the

interactions that occur within its framework (while, at the same time, being gradually

reshaped by the cumulative impact of those interactions). Since Piaget presumably

knows this, it is both curious and somewhat misleading for him to describe 'relation-
ships between individuals' as 'the primary fact'. Particular relationships cannot be

understood entirely in their own terms, if only because they are to some degree pat-

terned by the institutional structures and fields of activity in which they are embedded,
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which thus constitute collective * and not merely individual or interactional - realities
within which those relationships need to be situated for purposes of analysis. (This may,
of course, involve reconstructing multiple layers of contextual embeddedness, but such
complications do not affect the key point.) Consequently, the valid elements in Piaget's
position cannot really justify either focusing exclusively on face-to-face interactions or
reducing group life to networks of interpersonal relationships - and at the theoretical
level Piaget might not disagree, but in practice the kind of analysis represented most
powerfully by The Moral Judgment tends to do both these things. In short, the'relation-
al' mcrdel of social context espoused by Piaget is at best unclear and at worst substantive-
ly confusing, even if we are considering only its implications for analyzing social rela-
tionships and their impact on development.

However, what is most unsatisfactory and misleading about the constantly restated
formula that 'society is a system of relationships' (and nothing more) is that, even if it is
interpreted as generously as possible, the fact remains that there is more in the social
world than relationships (as Piaget knew very well) - it is also structured and permeated

by systems of collective representations. Furthermore, systems of relationships and sys-

tems of collective representations can be sharply separated from each other only analyt-
ically, so that one cannot really gain an adequate understanding of the first in isolation
from the second. The game of marbles, for example, can hardly be reduced to the inter-
actions between a set of children playing a particular game of marbles; it depends, above
all, on the collective representations that define this game and allow it to be passed on
(with modifications and idiosyncracies) from generation to generation of schoolchil-
dren. (The same is true, in a more complex fashion, of the Catholic Church, which for a

millennium and a half has managed to link an organization, a community of believers,
and a rich body of collective representations - all of which, separately and in combina-
tion, involve irreducibly collective realities.) In addition, when Piaget contrasts differ-
ent types of relationships, he often talks as though the meanings of relationships were
self-evident,in away independent of cultural definition, and did not require interpreta-
tion; but to believe this would be culturally naive.

In short, neither institutional structures nor collective representations can be
entirely reduced to the relationships by which they are articulated, activated, instan-
tiated, transmitted, maintained, and transformed. A satisfactory understanding of the
relationship between the individual and society therefore requires a recognition of the
interplay between not two but three analytical levels: the individual, the relational or
interactional, and the collective. To a certain extent, Piaget often appears to grasp this
himself (as some of his statements cited above attest), but only partly and intermittently;
in practice, he tends to collapse the third level into the second. The result is that, even at
its strongest and most sophisticated, the sociocultural dimension in Piaget's theory -
and particularly its cultural component - is underdeveloped and less than fully ade-

ouate.9

e As one of us has argued elsewhere, a good deal of current research that attempts a more socially situated

approach, including work that sees itselfas taking inspiration from Vygotsky, also tends in practice to reduce the'social
context' of development to dyadic (or triadic) interaction - usually adult/child interaction. Paradoxicaily. this
approach often renders its focus even narrower than Piaget's, since it entaiis overlooking the role of the peer group in
socialization and development, toward which Piaget directs our attention. For a critique of these tendencies toward
interactional reductionism and an argument for a more genuineiy sociocultural alternative, see for exampie Nicolopou-
iou [ 1 996a, I 997a], Nicolopoulou and Cole [ 1 993].

Human Development
1998:4 I:215-235

224 Nicolopoulou/Weintraub



Theoretical Ddcalage (and lts Remedy)
This leads us to the second problem, which is at once more straightforward and

more perplexing: In the main body of Piaget's substantive work on cognitive develop'
ment, generated over the course of some four decades after the publication of The Moral
Judgment, even this attenuated social dimension has largely disappeared. One can point
to occasional exceptions (e.g., in the new f,rna1 chapter added to the third edition of The
Language and Thought of the ChildlPiaeet, 19591, and in scattered remarks elsewhere),

but these are mostly just marginal exceptions. This is not because Piaget ever aban-
doned or even qualified his theoretical arguments in favor of a social-relational and
anti-atomistic approach to understanding development - on the terrain of metatheoreti-
cal discussions, as we have indicated, his position on these issues remained impressively
consistent throughout his intellectual career. Instead, what is most striking is the
remarkable disjunction (or, to borrow one of his own terms, ddcalage) between Piaget's
metatheoretical pronouncements and the theoretical logic that informs the main body
of his substantive work after 1932. What is missing there, on the whole, is precisely any
sustained or serious effort to situate the process of development in what we have been
told is its'essential' social context; and most Piagetian research has followed him, and
indeed outdone him, in this respect.l0

Why did Piaget follow this route? Without pretending to resolve this puzzle here -
or even to explore it fully * we would suggest that two reasons were probably among the
most significant. One contributing factor, which we will pass over a good deal more
quickly than it deserves, almost undoubtedly stems from Piaget's unabashed and cheer-

fully untroubled rationalism and evolutionism. Casting aspersions on 'Enlightenment
thinking' is often a rather facile exercise nowadays, so we hesitate to join in it too readi-
ly. However, no attentive reader of Piaget's work can fail to be struck by the extent to
which it is permeated by a world-view that epitomizes the progressive spirit of the
Enlightenment in its most optimistic and unilinear forms. For Piaget U928/1995d1,
there is a fundamental parallelism between 'the direction of intellectual evolution' [p.
l89lat the levels of individual development and of sociocultural history (and his com-
mitment to this model is well-considered rather than casual: e.g., his searching and often
ingenious argument along these lines in 192811995d deserves careful attention, whether
or not one finds it ultimately convincing); at both levels, the direction of development is
toward increasing rationality and autonomy. Distortion, false consciousness, and irra-
tionality (along with hierarchy, authority, and constraint) do play a role, but their desti-
ny is to be outgrown. For example, in primitive thought 'the search for coherence' does
operate in a manner different from 'our logic', but 'once certain obstacles are removed,
this attempt must lead necessarily to our logic' [Piaget 1928/1995d]. This essentially
unilinear rationalism is a source of both strengths and blind spots in Piaget's thought.
Certainly it does not encourage a systematic attention to the socioculturally particular,
and especially to those aspects of cultures and forms of life that cannot easily be ranked

10The extent to which this is true can be gauged by reviewing some ofthe most influential EnglishJanguage
presentations of Piaget's project that have guided his reception by psychologists since World War II fFiavell, 1963;

Ginsburg and Opper, I 988], in which oniy microscopic vestigial traces of a sociocultural perspective, at most, can be

discerned. Critics iike Smith Ii995, 1996] are right to point out that such standard readings convey a less than fully
balanced picture of Piaget's thought; but, as we have tried to suggest, the fault here does not 1ie entirely with the
interpreters.
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on an evolutionary scale, since they can oniy appear relatively unimportant.ll Some of
the implications of this outlook for developmental research are brought out nicely by
thischaracteristicandrevealingpassage[InhelderandPiaget, i955/1958, p.337]:

Moreover, the history of formal structures is linked,to the evolution of culture and collective
representations as well as their ontogenetic history... A particular social environment remains indis-
pensable for the realization ofthese possibilities. It follows that their realization can be accelerated or
retarded as a function ofcultural and educational conditions [Piaget, L950/1995c, pp. 36-38].

What is interesting about this passage is that the last sentence effectively takes
away what the preceding ones had granted. If the overwhelmingly important aspect of
mental life is its attainment of universally valid cognitive structures, and if the contribu.
tion of collective representations is only to 'accelerate' the development of those struc-
tures in a'direction'which is essentially invariant, then in the end their role is not so

much constitutive as merely facilitative; it would thus be possible to reconstruct the
developmental logic of mental structures through an examination that brackets off col-
lective representations and studies cognitive development in isolation from them. This
underlying perspective may help to explain how Piaget's acknowledgement of the criti-
cal significance of social context for development can coexist with a program of concrete
analysis that largely ignores this social context.

An even more important reason for this disjunction, it seems clear, was Piaget's
reaction against the kind of naive sociologism (which can dovetail easily with behavio-
rism) that treats the child as a passive object of socialization. Piaget countered that this
overlooks the role of the child as an active agent in development: Thus, 'socialization in
no way constitutes the result of a unidirectional cause such as the pressure of the adult
community upon the child through such means as education in the family and subse-
quently in school' l195lll995a,p.276l.And he emphasized that, while cultural systems
like language might well be significant for development, they can have an impact only
when the child is ready to appropriate them [Piaget,194511962,p.34].In effect, he
insisted that the development of the individual's cognitive structures also needs to be
grasped as a reality sui generis ('instead of suddenly leaping from neurology to sociology'
[p. 68]). We think there is no question that in doing so Piaget made an invaluable contri-
bution, and nothing we have said in this article is intended to belittle the magnitude of
this achievement.

rrSmith 
[1 996] actually offers the single-mindedly rationalist concerns ofPiaget's research program as a defense

against socioculturally oriented critics - i.e., the eiements missing from Piaget's analysis are simply irrelevant to what
he was interested in - but without sufficiently considering the possibility that this perspective might itself be proble-
matic. (It is only fair to add that Smith [personai commun. 1997] has responded to this comment by denying that his
reading of Piaget is a narrowly rationalist one. Rather, he argues, the key distinction is between an empirical develop-
mental - i.e., 'genetic' - epistemology on the one hand and both psychogenetic and sociogenetic perspectives on the
other; while both sides have contributions to make, it is appropriate for genetic epistemology, strictly understood, to
focus exclusively on the development of rationalknowledge. Without attempting to do justice to this argument here,
we will oniy remark that we do not believe this distinction disposes of the difficulties to which we have pointed, both
because we are not persuaded that Piaget actually distinguishes as clearly or sharply as Smith suggests between devel-
opmental epistemologv and cognitive-deveiopmental psychology, and because, in substantive terms, we doubt that
such a sharp analytical separation is possible unless'genetic epistemology' is understood in a transcendental mther
than empirical sense.) Some Piagetians (and others) also seem to impiy that any deviation from a resolutely abstract
and universalistic rationalism will lead ineluctabiy to an uncritical and purely descriptive cultural relativism - an
assumption shared, from the other direction, by some tendencies that would currently be described as 'postmodern' -
but it is not obvious that these are the onlv oossible altematives.
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But Piaget's effectively wholesale retreat from sociocultural analysis was an exces-

sive and unnecessary response that produced its own one-sided and misleading view of
development. As we suggested at the beginning of this article, the choice between a
naively anticognitivist learning theory and an asocial constructivism is a false dilemma
(as Piaget himself, in principle, agrees). The sociocultural formation of mind and per-

sonality need not, and should not, be seen as a one-way process in which the child, as a
passive object of socialization, simply absorbs the 'external' culture transmitted by
adults. Rather, it must be understood as a more complex and dialectical process that
includes the active appropriation of collective representations through various modes of
symbolic action.12 At every level of development, children themselves play an active
part in creatively and - to a considerable extent - selectively reproducing the skills,
knowledge, and social identities culturally available to them; but they do so on the basis
ofagendas, capacities, and identities that have already been shaped by previous stages

of development. And, furthermore, much of this process of appropriation is carried out
by children, not in isolation, but in the sociocultural contexts of their relationships to
peers and adults and their everyday group life - contexts that children themselves help
to construct and maintain.

In short, a key requirement for overcoming the false antinomies of developmental
theory is to grasp development as a genuinely dialectical process, turning above all on
the interplay between individual and collective representations as this is worked out in
the context of socially structured practices and relationships. Such an approach
requires, in turn, an informed recognition of the ways that the individual, the relational
or interactional, and the collective dimensions of the human world are at once analyti-
cally distinct and mutually interpenetrating.

Some Exemplary Efforts and Practical lmplications

By itself, this programmatic statement may still seem a little abstract, and some
readers might welcome a few tangible examples of what it would entail in practice. One
can, in fact, point to various significant lines of work in current psychological schol-
arship that are informed, in one way or another, by perspectives that accord with the
kind of approach advocated in this article; and some of these have already been touched
on in the previous discussion. Even an incomplete, selective, and moderately random
set of examples - which is all we claim to offer here - may help to bring out some of the
concrete implications of the theoretical argument presented so far.

As we noted earlier, Olson's U97'7,19941 work on the cognitive implications of
literacy argues, in effect, for the transforming impact of systems of collective representa-
tions on individual representations. Specifically, Olson suggests that the mastery and
use of various forms of culturally elaborated systems of graphic representation (especial-
ly, though not exclusively, written language) have systematic effects on our modes of
thinking and our overall experience of language use, oral as well as written. These

effects, however, do not occur in a simple or mechanical fashion, but are shaped by the
ways in which media of representation are integrated with different oral and literate

I2lt is with respect to theorizing the dynamics of appropriation, incidentally, that Durkheim's analytical fram+
work remains somewhat underdeveloped - though it would be wrong to think that this dimension is absent from his
theory.
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practices, and particularly by the ways that they both require and promote new modes of
interpretation - which is to say, new modes of cognitive and symbolic appropriation.

Nelson [1996] focuses, in an even more fundamental way, on the significance of
human language itself 'as a representational system'whose'internal cognitive functions'
and'external communicative functions' are inextricably intertwined lp. l2l. The reason
that the acquisition of language plays a crucial catalytic role in cognitive development is
that it dramatically transforms the interplay between the child's 'individually con-
structed knowledge' and cognitive structures and the 'culturally established knowledge
systems that she meets through language' [p. 335] - that is, it sets in motion'a dialectic
between individual conceptual representations and external linguistic representations'

[p. 338].
One could also draw many forceful and suggestive illustrations from Bruner's

[1990] long-term effort to build up a socioculturally informed psychology, animated by
his insistence that psychology 'must be organized around those meaning-making and
meaning-using processes that connect man to culture'[p.12]. For example, the recent
work on narrative by Bruner ll992l and his associates has emphasized the need to grasp

the crucial role 'of narrative as a form not only of representing but of constituting real-
ity' [p. 233]. What culturally elaborated narrative genres provide, above all, are consti-
tutive models for ordering and interpreting human experience, both one's own and that
of others. Narrative modes are thus modes of knowing, 'an important and ubiquitous
part of the cognitive tool kit' on which humans depend, and therefore fthe mastery of
narrative models must be one of the central tasks of cognitive development in any cul-
ture' [Feldman et al., 1993; see also Bruner and Feldman, 1996; Feldmal, 1994]. And
not only of cognitive development - as Bruner [ 990, p. 2] puts it, narrative is an essen-

tial tool that humans employ'in making sense not only of the world, but of themselves'.
That is, it plays a key role in defining and maintaining identity, both individual and
collective. [For further discussion, see Nicolopoulou, 1,997a, pp. 190-195, from which
some formulations in this paragraph have been adapted.l

Rather than considering any of these examples in detail (or other plausible candi-
dates that we hope have already occurred to readers), we will take the liberty of offering
an example drawn from the work of one of the present authors. It is probably worth
emphasizing that what follows is intended to serve only as a brief illustrative overview,
not a conclusive demonstration (so the curious and/or skeptical reader is referred to
other publications in which the arguments summed up here, and the evidence support-
ing them, are presented more fully). Furthermore, no single example can, b5, itself, cap-
ture the full range of relevant issues. However, this research project does, in fact, bring a
number of the key theoretical issues into concrete focus.

A Goncrete lllustration: The Narrative Construction of Reality and ldentity

The work discussed here is drawn from a long-term project by Nicolopoulou that
examines the development of children's narrative activity and its role in development
more generally. Specifically, it examines the ways in which young children's narrative
activity, understood as a form of socioculturally situated symbolic action, links the con-
struction of reality with the formation of identity.

The main focus of the cunent analysis is a body of spontaneous stories by preschool

children, generated and collected as part of a storytelling and story-acting practice pio-
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neered by Vivian Paley [984, 1986, 1988, 1990] that is a regular - but entirely volun-
tary - component of the curriculum in the classes that were studied. At a certain period
during the day, any child who wishes can dictate a story to a teacher, who records the
story as the child tells it. (We should note that these are overwhelmingly fictional or
imaginary stories, rather than factual accounts of personal experience of the sort one

hears in 'show and tell' or'sharing time'.) At the end of the day, each of these stories is
read aloud to the entire class at 'group time' by the same teacher, while the childiauthor
and other children, whom he or she chooses, act out the story. One result is that children
tell these stories, not only to adults, but primarily to each other. And, in contrast to the
artificial situations that predominate in much of the research on young children's narra-
tives, here the children's storytelling and story-acting activity is embedded in the ongo-
ing framework of their everyday group life. Furthermore, this practice has the method-
ological advantage of bridging the gap between two aspects of children's narrative activ-
ity which are too often treated in mutual isolation: the discursive exposition of narra-
tives in storytelling and their enactment in fantasy play. As one of us has argued else-

where fNicolopoulou, 1996a], these conditions lead children to produce narratives that
are more complex, more ambitious, and in some important ways more illuminating
than when they compose them in isolation and tell them to adult interviewers.

The first stage ofthis project was based on a body of 582 stories generated by a
preschool class of 28 4-year-olds (14 boys and 14 girls) attending a half-day nursery
school affiliated with the Child Study Center of the University of California at Berkeley

during the academic year 1988-1989. (This corpus of stories is included in the 'Child
Study Center Archives of Children's Play Narratives' at the Institute of Human Devel-
opment at UC/Berkeley.) [For two analyses based primarily on this material, see Nicolo-
poulou, 1996a; Nicolopoulou et al., 1994.1From 1992 to 1994 Nicolopoulou extended

this line of research by collecting an additional body of stories in collaboration with
teachers at two preschools in western Massachusetts, where she simultaneously con-
ducted ethnographic observations of the classrooms where the stories were being gener-

ated and enacted. During this period, Nicolopoulou collected data from two nursery
classrooms each year in each of the Massachusetts preschools, making possible several
types of comparison. In one of these preschools, which uses mixed-age classes, she

obtained data for a slightly wider age range (3-5 years) and was able to follow a subset of
the population longitudinally over the course of 2 years. An analysis of 'Worldmaking
and identity formation in children's narrative play-acting' [Nicolopoulou, 1997b] is
based primarily on data from one of these classrooms during the academic year 1992-
1993. The l8 children in that class (10 boys and 8 girls, 3- to 4-year-olds) generated a

total of 495 stories during the year. In both California and Massachusetts, almost all the
children in the classrooms being studied were born and raised in the United States and
came from middle-class or upper-middle-class families, largely professional or academ-
ic. In most cases, both parents worked outside the home.

Genres as Models for the Construction of Reality
The logic of phenomena can often be brought out most sfarply by means of com-

parison, and it happens that, in this case, the data present us with a very striking and

instructive comparison. Despite the fact that the stories were shared with the entire
group every day, the analysis makes it clear that they divide overwhelmingly along gen-

der lines; and this pattern is consistent across the entire range of classrooms studied in
California and Massachusetts. The kinds of stories told by the boys and girls differ
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systematically, and increasingly, not only in their characteristic subject-matter, but also
in the modes of narrative structure and symbolic imagination they employ - that is, in
both form and content In short, the body of stories is dominated by two highly distinc-
tive gender-related narrative styles that contrast both sharply and subtly in their charac-
teristic modes of representing experience and in their underlying images of social rela-
tionships and, correspondingly, of the self. In fact, these narrative styles embody two
distinctive types of genuine aesthetic imagination (surprising as it may seem to assert
this about preschoolers), each with its own inner logic and coherence - in the philoso-
pher Nelson Goodman's [1978] phrase, these are two different'ways of worldmaking'.

The girls' stories, for example, are likely to be marked by sets of characters that are
embedded in stable and harmonious relationships, whose activities are located in stable
and specified physical settings. One common genre revolves around the family and the
cyciical patterns of its everyday activities, centered topographically on the home. In
contrast, the boys' stories are characteristically marked by conflict, movement, and dis-
ruption, and often by associative chains of extravagant imagery. Whereas the girls' sto-
ries tend to begin by establishing characters in 'given' networks of relationships and
then set them in motion, boys' stories are more likely to portray relatively disconnected
characters and then to bring them into contact, usually through fighting or other opposi-
tion. While the girls tend to supplement their depictions of family life by drawing on
fairy-tale characters such as kings and queens and princes and princesses, boys are espe-

cially fond of powerful and frightening characters along the lines of large animals, car-
toon action heroes. and so on.

There is much more to be said about the interpretive analysis of these gender-

related narrative styles and their significance. However, we hope we have conveyed a

sense of some of the basic contrasts. The boys and girls have developed, and make
enthusiastic use of, two distinctive styles of narrative representation that point to dis-
tinctive modes of ordering and interpreting the world, particularly the social world.
Correspondingly, they present two contrasting images of the self: in the girls' stories, a

socially embedded and interdependent self, and in the boys' stories, an essentially iso-
lated and conflictual self. In turn, these distinctive symbolic orientations and preoccu-
pations pose different - in some ways complementary - formal problems for the boys
and girls, and thus help lead their stories in different directions in terms of form as well
as content [for elaboration, see Nicolopoulou, 1996b].13

Before leaving this excessively brief overview, let us underline two general implica-
tions. We have argued that the gender differences in the children's stories go beyond
isolated thematic elements and amount to two distinctive narrative styles, each mani-
fested in a range ofspecific narrative genres. As Bakhtin [1981, 1986] has suggested, a

r3Although systematic studies ofgender differences in children's storytelling remain surprisingly rare. a range of
work in a number offields supports the conclusion that the patterns identified here are broadly representative - at least

for the US and other English-speaking industrial societies - and that they go deeper than superficial narrative conven-
tions among preschoolers [for an overview, see Nicolopoulou, 1 997b, pp. I 82- 1 8 3]. To avoid any possible misunder-
standing: The claim is nol being made that these particular gender-related narrative styles are'universal'; on the

contrary, the logic ofthe argument advanced in this article, as well as the available empirical evidence, would lead one

to expect considerable cross-cultural variation. At the same time, we suspect that a careful anaiysis of children's
narrative activities in most. ifnot all, past and present societies is likely to uncover sone significant patterns ofgender
differences in their form, content, social organization, and developmental implications (along with great diversity in
the specific configurations and degrees of such differences). This whole subject deserves more systematic and detailed

comparative study, both within and between societies, than it has received so far.
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genre is a mode of representation, defined by a specific interrelation of form and con-
tent, that does more than merely describe the world; it embodies a particular way of
ordering and visualizing the world. As one can see in the case described here, genres
provide models for the construction of reality. Now, genres are cultural forms, not indi-
vidual idiosyncrasies; they embody and crystallize collective representations. However,
it is also clear that different children gravitated toward different genres in part because
of the ways that these genres helped them to selectively appropriate and manipulate
elements available to them from the larger culture and to use these for their own pur-
poses. At the same time, these genres could not simply be picked up, but had to be
developed and elaborated over the school year, in a process that combined group collab-
oration with individual creativity. In short, the children's narratives emerge from a
process that exemplifies the dialectical union of expressive imagination with cultural
form, in an ongoing interplay between individual and collective representations.

A second lesson, which we mentioned at the beginning of this article, is the need lbr
aninterpretive analysis that can bring out the systematic interconnections between form
and content in children's narratives. That is, the formal analysis of linguistic or plot
structure (on which most current narrative research tends to focus exclusively) needs to
be integrated with the interpretive reconstruction and elucidation of the underlying
structures of meaning that the children's narratives embody and express [for elabora-
tion, see Nicolopoulot,I997b;Nicolopoulou et al., 19941. And this is true, incidentally,
even if we are interested simply in measuring the development of children's narrative
competence. The criteria used to assess the development of children's narrative compe-
tence need to take into account the different purposes and fficts that the children them-
selves are trying to achieve [for some theoretical and methodological discussion of this
point, see Nicolopoulou, 1996a, b], and interpretive analysis is essential to delineate
these symbolic purposes and to grasp how they are shaped by the interplay of individual
and cultural meanings.

Gendered Subcultures as Contexts for Constructing Reality and ldentity
Now that we have sketched out the analysis of these narrative genres, let us put

them even more concretely in their sociocultural context.
The motivating purposes and concerns that drive and direct children's narrative

activity are themselves complex. Children use narrative, and other forms of symbolic
representation, not just to describe the world, but to make sense of it - both factually
and emotionally - and to find their place in it. Also, remember that these stories are not
only told, but acted out; children put themselves and their friends in these enactments.
That is, a variety of social-relational elements permeate this narrative practice, and
these stories are vehicles for the presentation of self. One of the most significant findings
from this analysis is how closely the construction of reality and the formation of identity
are intertwined in this process. The development and use of these gendered narrative
styles is part of a larger process by which the children build up two gender-related sub-
cultures in the classroom that define themselves, in part, against each other. Once
formed, these gendered peer-group subcultures serve, in turn, as small-scale sociocultu-
ral contexts for the collaborative appropriation and use of collective representations
from the larger culture for purposes of both worldmaking and the formation and explo-
ration of identity, including gender identity.

One reason that these outcomes are so striking is that all the preschools involved
make strong and deliberate efforts to create an egalitarian, nonsexist atmosphere, and
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most of the children come from families that seem to share this orientation. Further-
more, one of the teachers' intentions in using this storytelling and story-acting practice
is to help generate greater cohesion and a common culture within the classroom group,
The children do indeed draw themes and other elements from each others' stories; to a
great extent, however, they use them to build up two subcultures in the classroom, not
one.

The analysis here will have to be summed up with rather desperate brevity [for
further elaboration, see Nicolopoulou, 1997b1. The formation of these gendered subcul-
tures is manifested by the simultaneous polarization, along gender iines, of three key
factors: (1) the nature of the stories composed and enacted (in both form and symbolic
content), which is what we have been discussing so far; (2) patterns of interpersonal
attachment and group affiliation; and (3) self-conscious gender identification. These
elements are interwoven and mutually reinforcing. It is the convergence of these three
factors that allows us to speak of the emergence of genuine subcultureJ, even if they are
small-scale: Over time, one can see the coming-together of distinctive cognitive and
cultural orientations, expressed in distinctive modes of narrative representation; gen-
der-segregated patterns in group life; and a self-conscious sense ofgender identity and
group membership.

In combination, these contribute to a process by which two distinct subcultures are
actively constructed and maintained by the children themselves. At the same time, the
formation of these subcultures within the microcosm of the classroom both draws on
and provides a framework for the further applopriation, enactment, and reproduction
of a crucial dimension of identity in the macrocosm of the larger society, namely
gender.

For the child, this process is more than just a matter of placing oneself in one of
these categories of gender identity. It is also necessary to flesh out the meaning of these
categories, which are complic ated, puzzling, and - even within a single society - highly
multivalent. In the case examined here, it appears that a key matrix for this develop-
mental process is a practice of shared symbolic activity that serves as a collectively con-
stituted field for narrative performance. experimentation, and cross-fertilization. This
socially structured practice is more than just a sum of interactions, particularly adult-
child interactions. Rather, it has to be understood as a genuinely collective reality, an
activity system that provides the children with opportunities and resources for develop
ment (including the mastery of nanative skills themselves) and simultaneously helps to
motivate and direct this development. To borrow a formulation of Paley's [1986], the
microcosm of the play-world and of narrative practice serves as an 'experimental the-
ater' within which children can explore, and attempt to master, the mysteries of self,
agency, and social relations. At the same time, this'experimental theater'is ultimately
constructed and maintained by the children themselves.

Once again, one can see a complex dialectical process at work here. The individual
child, through participation in the symbolic action of the storytelling and story-acting
practice, is contributing to the maintenance and elaboration of the two gendered subcul-
tures within the classroom and, simultaneously, is drawing from them symbolic
resources for the difficult and complex project of defining personal identity. The forma-
tive impact of these peer-group subcultures is, of course, intensified by their emotional
significance for children, manifested both in positive motivations toward friendship,
inclusion, identif,rcation, and narrative collaboration and, more negatively, in powerful
pressures for conformity in cognitive and cultural styles. Thus, children participate - by

Human Development
1998;4 L:215-235

232 N icolopouiou/Wei n traub



way of naffative practices - in the process of their own socialization and development,
and they do not do it only through the individual appropriation of elements from the
larger culture. They also help to construct some of the key sociocultural contexts that
shape (and promote) their own socialization and development.

This dialectic brings out very sharply the two key dimensions of what Anthony
Giddens 11979, and elsewhere] has termed'the duality of structure': Structure is simul-
taneously the medium and the outcome of human action; and structure is not simply
constraining, but can be simultaneously constraining and enabling. To put it in other
terms, the recognition of institutional and cultural structures, of fields of practice and
systems of collective representations, as realities sui generis does not abolish individuai
agency, but on the contrary allows us to gain a realistic understanding of its conditions,
development, and exercise.

Not a Gonclusion, but a Starting Point

Rather than recapitulate the argument, we will close by returning to the central
message with which we began: A key challenge for developmental psychology is to find
the most effective ways of grasping the social formation of mind and personality in a
manner that takes serious account of the meaningful agency of the children involved
and the inner dynamics of individual development. Meeting this challenge will require
an approach that is simultaneously constructivist and sociocultural. We hope we have
made it clear why such an approach must be one that recognizes the irreducible charac-
ter and constitutive significance of collective representations, and that can reconstruct
the dialectical interplay of individual and collective representations in social context.
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Socialization

Nicolopoulou and Weintraub attempt to bridge the acknowledged gap between
Piagetian theory and Durkheimian-Vygotskian theory by adding the category of 'collec-
tive representations'or'institutional' structures to the conventional ontology of individ-
uals and social relations. Although they exemplify their analysis by appeal to the narra-
tives of 4-year-old boys and girls, which incidently are astonishingly different, the theo-
retical issues I wish to address can be stated more easily by reference to another activity
they discuss, the game of marbles. They write: 'The game of marbles ... can hardly be
reduced to the interactions between a set of children playing a particular game of mar-
bles; it depends, above all, on the collective representations that define this game and
allow it to be passed on ... from generation to generation of schoolchildren'. And again,
'neither institutional structures nor collective representations can be entirely reduced to
the relationships by which they are articulated, activated, instantiated, transmitted,
maintained, and transformed'.

Why not? Because, as they suggest, 'marbles' is a game that exists whether or not
anyone plays it, just as English is a language independently of whether or not anyone
speaks it, and anyone playing or speaking employs that collective or institutional form.
One could dispute this. Marbles is a game just because people know something that
permits them to interact cooperatively and competitively with others. If participants
believe the rules to be such and so, the game is played within those rules. The rules are
just social agreements between the players. They do not have, necessarily, normative
force. To accommodate these facts we need only individual representations and social
relationships. The authors, however, suggest that'collective representations and institu-
tional structures' are also implicated - as if the rules of marbles or language existed

above and beyond the practices and knowledge of the participants. Piagetians and

Chomskians tend to deny that there is anything beyond internal representations and
social interactions - institutions are not ontologically real, they are merely abstract char-
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acterizations of individual and social practice. Durkheimians and Vygotskians, on the
other hand, tend to affirm the ontological reality of collective representations and insti-
tutional structures and hence they take seriously the problem of how individuals 'draw
on','master','appropriate' or'internalize' those cultural resources.

I think that Nicolopoulou and Weintraub are right in their insistence that institu-
tions - whether for marbles, language, or science - exist and psychology has long been
crippled by a failure to acknowledge their reality. But I think they are wrong in assuming
that special processes or learning mechanisms, such as mastery or internalization or the
others listed above (drawn from their paper), are useful in accounting for how people
relate to institutions.

If we grant that collective representations or institutional structures are important,
we still have to find a way of admitting such concepts into psychological theory. Here is
a suggestion: Collective representations are not simply in the air but in the actual super-
visory activities of authorities and powerful institutions. Marbles may be played with-
out such an institution; but when the rules are drawn up for'Olympic' competitions,
with judges and prizes, an institutional structure is implicated. Similarly for language.
Language is not, itself, a collective representation above and beyond what speakers of
the language know and share. People may mentally represent their language any way
that permits its functioning in some social context. Wittgenstein's 'Plank' and 'Block'
vocabulary is fine if two people use these elliptical expressions in requests for various
kinds of building materials. Language can mean anything they agree to mean by it.
Institutions and collective representations come into play when teachers, academies,

and other'ru1e-monitoring' institutions come onto the scene - institutions that have the
power to enforce certain standards or norms of practice. When teachers tell children
how to correctly spell 'weight' and when those teachers have the power to enforce,
through testing, the children's spelling, we encounter the significance of institutional
knowledge and power. Much of what we attempt to explain in cognitive psychology, to
the extent that it appeals to socially enforceable norms (for example, publicly sanctioned
explanations of the nature of light) involves not just private beliefs and social interac-
tions but confrontations with the public and enforceable rules and norms that make up
collective representations. And to be knowledgeable is to think and play in terms of
those norms. Science is not a collection of a bunch of bright ideas that people have come
up with; it is that body of 'truths' that the institutions of science have legitimized
through, among other things, replicable research and scholarly publication.

In my view, then, Nicolopoulou and Weintraub are correct in their advocacy of the
importance of 'collective representations' and institutions even if, as I note above, they
may not wish to take 'institutions' quite as literally as I do. Because they do not take
institutions as literally as I do, however, they are left with a messy legacy of learning
mechanisms such as :internalization'and 'appropriation' adopted from sociology that
have hampered the development of explanatory cognitive theories of learning and
development.

One learns to cope with institutions in much the same way that one learns to deal
with other realities, namely through constucting schemata or mental models. Just as one

does not learn to deal with the physical world through 'internalizing' it, so too one does

not learn to deal with institutions by 'internalizing' them. One learns to deal with both
through schema formation, that is, through building, revising, updating mental models.

Take science. One learns to participate in the institution of science by acquiring special-
ized knowledge, credentials, learning the rules for the profession, learning how to read
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and interpret the relevant documents and how to contribute to the archival store [Geis-
ler,19941. Admittedly, once one learns how to do all of those things one may be said to
think 'scientifically' and to have taken on the role of scientist. But again, in my view,
that is not internalizing the institution or institutional knowledge but learning how to be
a player in a tradition that continues far beyond the knowledge and competence of any
one living individual.

In sum, then, Nicolopoulou and Weintraub's contribution is to show that cognitive
psychology cannot live without acknowledging the role and importance of social institu-
tions in explaining the mental lives of individuals. But in doing so they needlessly perpe-
tuate a misleading legacy, namely, the social theorist's assumption that learning to deal
with institutions is different in principle from learning to deal with anything else.
Because sociological theory had little or no interest in the psychological lives of individ-
uals apart from their roles in social institutions it is perfectly appropriate for them to use

such general notions as 'socialization' and 'internalization of culture'. But in psycholo-
gy, these will not do - we require specific accounts of just how individuals go about
understanding and participating in the physical, interpersonal, and institutional world
in which they find themselves. For these purposes we may have to rely on concepts like
schema formation, hypothesis testing, and model building even if the thing we are build-
ing a model of is how to function in an institution.
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The history of psychology has been plagued by dualisms. The problematics of mind
vs. body, consciousness vs. unconsciousness, universal vs. domain specific, and social
vs. individual - to name but a few - have been the source of considerable and, at times,
acrimonious debates. The principal contributions of Nicolopoulou and Weintraub's
paper (this issue) are to illustrate the advantages of dissolving the polarization of one of
these dualities - that between the sociocultural context and the individual as agents of
development - and to illustrate how their theoretical proposals can be implemented
empirically.

Sociocultural theorists who draw from Vygotsky's framework [e.g. Rogoff, 1995]
have shown that incorporating the individual, social, and cultural planes into the analy-
ses of human behavior can further our understanding of developmental change. Nicolo-
poulou and Weintraub add to this body of work by showing how Piaget also struggled
with the problematics of the social and the individual planes of analysis and how inter-
pretative methodologies, which are having increasing impact on developmental re-
search, may help reveal the dynamics of individual, social, and cultural planes of devel-
opment.

A strength of Nicolopoulou and Weintraub's paper is that they select as their focus
a domain that is central to any theory of cognitive development: representation. Wheth-
er one aligns oneself with Piaget, Information Processing, Vygotsky, or Gibson, and
whether one wants to argue that representations are in 'the head', 'the environment',
'both', or'neither' one must address this topic. Although the authors discuss Vygotsky's
ideas and his contributions to their position, they place more emphasis on the Piagetian

perspective, perhaps because Piaget's body of work provides a nice illustration of the

struggles of developmental psychologists to dissolve the polarization or strict bound-
aries between the individual and the sociocultural contexts of development.
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Unlike many Piagetian revisionists, however, Nicolopoulou and Weintraub are
balanced in evaluating the strengths and limitations of Piaget's theory. As they illustrate
with many examples from his writings, Piaget abandoned his project of addressing the
links between the social and individual lines of development very early in his long and
illustrious career. Interestingly, their historical analysis shows that at the time when he
abandoned this project, Piaget was close to a breakthrough. He never returned to study
the links between social and individual contexts of development except to pay lip ser-
vice to the importance of social influences on cognition. What interested me about
Nicolopoulou and Weintraub's rich historical analysis was not the profound shift in
Piaget's theory; that is 'old hat' for those of us interested in studying the sociocultural
context of cognition. trt was their demonstration that Piaget apparently came so close to
making the breakthrough that fascinated mel.

It is quite likely that Piaget was unaware that he was on the brink of a great discov-
ery. Nicolopoulou and Weintraub's discussion made me wonder how many times devel-
opmental scholars have been in this position and then diverged to a different path.
There are many reasons for abandoning difficult theoretical projects such as the one
Piaget struggled with. The research can become too challenging because one hits a theo-
retical or empirical owall', cutting edge research and theory is risky, and more simply,
other projects can become more exciting.

In my own work, for some years I struggled to develop an empirical way to study a

mechanism of social facilitation of cognition independently proposed by Christine
Howe and her colleagues [Howe, 1993; Tolmie et a1., 1993] and William Damon [per-
sonal communicationl. In particular, they suggested thatit takes some time for individ-
ual minds to appropriate the complex knowledge that they co-construct during social
interaction. They demonstrated this phenomenon by showing that, following some

types of interaction, more cognitive progress accrued if the posttest was delayed for
weeks or months than if it was given immediately [see also Perret-Clermont, 1980].
They explained that complex co-constructed ideas must ferment (Howe) or percolate
(Damon) in our unconscious until they reach fruition and begin to influence cognitive
performance. I was intrigued by their proposals and devoted much energy to construct a

model of the chemistry of mind, so to speak. I have to say I am no closer to achieving
this goal than when I began, and so have abandoned what I still consider to be an impor-
tant theoretical and research problem for now2.

Even when he came close to an epiphany, however, Piaget did not get quite as far as

a sociocultural perspective would require. In particular, he remained focused largely on
face-to-face social interactions between people, and did not pay more than lip service to
the collective or cultural plane of analysis.

Piaget's views on the relation between the individual and social planes of develop-
ment borrowed heavily from Durkheim's notion of collective and individual represen-

I As will be seen, it is realiy Durkheim who needs to be credited with this breakthrough. A similar argument has

been made for William James' contribution to psychology. For example, he is the originator of the concept of dual

attention and his methods for assessing self-esteem figure prominently in contemporary theory and research. Maybe if
we studied the history of psychology (or our own personal research history) more carefully we would be iess likely to

constantly reinvent the wheel.
2 It could be that, although I have consciously abandoned my quest, the solution to the chemistry of mind is

percolating or fermenting in my unconsciousness and will eventually rise into my consciousness, but I am not holding
mv breath.
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tations. According to Nicolopoulou and Weintraub, Durkheim believed that groups
(cultures) share a set of co-constructed representations that represent their beliefs and
social practices. These collective representations provide structure and meaning to
people's lives and become individual (mental) representations as individuals appro-
priate (not Durkheim's term) them. The best example of how Piaget used Durkheim's
concepts to study the dialectic between collective and individual representations
appears in his book The Moral Judgment of the Child.In this book, Piaget describes
how Swiss boys co-constructed and negotiated the collective representation and rules
of the game of marbles, and how, despite their agreement with this collective repre-
sentation, individuals still varied in their beliefs about the strictness and changeability
ofrules.

Although Piaget generally did not study collective representations further, he
continued to acknowledge that they were an important impetus for development.
However, as Nicolopoulou and Weintraub suggest, Piaget's lack of interest in further
specifying the social context or collective is tantamount to implying that the key to
understanding cognitive development is to focus on changes in children's mental
representations.

From this point, Nicolopoulou and Weintraub proceed to develop the notion of
collective representations as representations and organizing structures and practices of
culture. Although they do not illustrate in detail the process of how these collective
representations are developed, there are numerous examples in the literature of how
these collectives or 'cultures' emerge. For example, Corsaro and Eder [1990] have
shown that children both borrow from society and create new beliefs, rules, and princi-
ples as they form the peer cultures that will direct their interactions. Also, Lightfoot
U9921has demonstrated how adolescents' risk-taking behaviors emerge from a process

through which adolescents negotiate a culture and its frames of interaction that provides
identity to the group and its members; shared risk-taking becomes one way in which
group members not only express their allegiance to the group, but also maintain its
cohesiveness. As Nicolopoulou and Weintraub suggest, however, the danger of focusing
on these collective representations and processes is that the individual is somehow dis-
solved. They propose that one way to avoid this problem involves mapping the role of
individual agency in selecting and appropriating collective practices [see Rogoff, 1990,
for a similar proposal]. In this way, Nicolopoulou and Weintraub integrate the sociocul-
tural and the constructivist positions to provide one solution to the problematic of social
and individual.

Nicolopoulou and Weintraub's presentation to this point is provocative, but as the
authors admit, it is essential to show how a theoretical position will direct research.
Nicolopoulou and Weintraub provide a brief (too brief in my opinion) research illustra-
tion. Nicolopoulou has been studying how individual preschool children construct nar-
ratives and how these narratives reflect their views of gender roles and relationships.
She argues that interpretative analysis is one way to map the development of both col-
lective and individual representations ofsuch gender roles and interpersonal and rela-
tional dynamics.

Interpretative analysis originated the hermeneutic tradition, which focused on
interpreting religious texts. Since then, this type of analysis has been applied to a variety
of developmental domains involving text and discourse [see Lightfoot,1997; Packer,
1995; Tappan and Brown , 19921, Key assumptions of the interpretative method are that
(1) narratives impose coherence and meaning to events, but are not direct copies of
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reality; (2) the construction of narratives is a collective enteqprise; (3) narratives are
constructed and reconstructed over time.

Nicolopoulou's research on narratives has shown how preschool children's con-
struction and enactment of stories is informed by sociocultural views of female and
male roles, values, and relationships. Like Corsaro and Eder [1990], she found that
children's collective representations are derived from the culture they live in but, at the
same time, incorporate elements that are unique to children's developmental status,
such as fantasy and super-heroes. Girls' stories were about coherent fantasies about
relationships while boys'narratives described action-packed individualistic accounts of
heroic exploits. As these stories are dictated to teachers and performed for classmates
over the course of the year, they become socializing mechanisms for gender knowledge
and for collective representations and rules about interpersonal interactions, gender
roles, and what boys and girls can and cannot do. Nicolopoulou reports that these gen-

der differences in stories persist despite school and parental efforts to raise egalitarian,
androgynous children. The finding that preschool children create more gendered collec-
tive representations than are available in their school and family contexts supports the
proposal that collective representations are not mere copies of reality.

While I found the research provocative and consistent with what is known about
preschool children's understanding of and enactment of gender knowledge, roles, and
interpersonal relationships, I disagree with Nicolopoulou and Weintraub's conclusion
that the differences in boys' and girls' collective representations of gender roles and
relationships implies that their individual mental representations also contain differ-
ent knowledge. If this were the case, then boys and girls would not be able to under-
stand each others' stories and would have difficulty interacting. Yet, there is evidence
that boys and girls can explain gender differences and form close cross-gender friend-
ships during the preschool years. Also, the finding that boys and girls produced differ-
ent types of stories does not necessarily imply that their individual knowledge and
representations are different. An equally plausible interpretation, which is consistent
with the findings from research on preschool children's use of gender schemas [e.g.,
Carter and Levy, 1988; Ruble and Sangor, 1986], is that these gendered differences
for creating and enacting stories represent gender differences in preferences for using
knowledge, and not differences in mental representations. Finally, as Leaper et al.

[1998] and Thorne [1993] have suggested, an exclusive emphasis on group differences
overlooks the tremendous within-gender variation in knowledge, preferences, and
behavior. In any case, while I do disagree with Nicolopoulou and Weintraub's inter-
pretation and conclusion, I think that their choice of narratives is an exciting and pro-
ductive way to study development and begin to dissolve the duality between collec-
tive and individual representations.

In the last few years, narratives have become an important method in the study of
human development and personality. Miller et al. [1997], for example, have illustrated
how different cultural values and beliefs concerning duty and responsibility are social-
ized in the stories Chinese and American parents tell their children. AIso, McAdams

[1996] has shown how individuals' construction and reconstruction of their life stories
is a key process in,the dynamics of identity and personality development. Finally,
Thorne I I 995] has demonstrated that individuals' memories of childhood, adolescent,
and adult interactions with friends and family reflect not only developmental issues

associated with these age periods, but also, as they are reconstructed over time, the
dynamics of personality change.
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Developmental psychologists studying narratives from a sociocultural perspective
have been especially influenced by the work of Bakhtin [1981], who discussed the dia-
lectic between thought and culture as it emerges in text. In my view, Nicolopoulou's and
Weintraub's proposals and research illustration extend this work by showing how inte-
grating Durkheim's and Piaget's ideas about individual and collective representations
with the interpretative tools provided by Bakhtin and his followers provide a way of
dissolving the individual vs. social dichotomy that has plagued us for so long and pre-
vented progress in our field.

While I am not an expert on the interpretative method, from what I have learned
from reading Nicolopoulou and Weintraub's and others'work, this methodology may
provide us with the tools we need to create a collective representation of the dynamics
of the individual, social, and cultural processes as they are interwoven in and promote
(or hinder) human development. Critics of the interpretative method may argue that
it is too subjective to withstand 'scientific' examination. However, I would hope that
in this postpositivist era we can avoid the folly of getting stuck in the objective vs.
subjective debate and duality. Moreover, because our subjective (individual) repre-
sentations must stand the test of our own and other collective representations of
human development, it seems that the interpretative methodology is not subject to
different rules than the other methodologies which we currently employ in developing
our theories and research.
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