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I will contrast two theories/ contextualism and positivism. I argue that the 

ontological principles of contextualism are more helpful than positivism for 

conceptuali9ing what culture is and the relation between culture and psychology than 

positivism is. Moreover, the ontological principles of contextualism lead to 

epistemological principles and research methodology that are more suitable for 

researching cultural psychology than positivistic methodology is. Contextualism is thus 

more valuable for understanding ?indigenous psychology? than positivism is (cf. Ratner, 

2007 for an analysis of values that underlie schools of qualitative methodology). 
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Contextualism 

 

There are many variants of contextualism. They include 

gestalt psychology, field theory, structuralism, phenomenology, hermeneutics, dialectics, 

genetic psychology, organicism, Marxism, cybernetics, systems theory, functionalism, 

ecological psychology, constructionism, postmodernism, ancient HreeI philosophy, 

dialectical psychology (J. Riegel). Kepper (LMN2) included contextualism in his list of 

root metaphors, or Oeltanschauungen. In the field of psychology, an exceptionally 

systematic and insightful presentation of contextualism is Asch's booI Social Ksychology 

(LMS2; cf. Asch LMN6). 

I will concentrate on dialectics. I believe it is the most systematic and sophisticated 

variety of contextualism.  
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ontological assumption that variables are general, singular, homogeneous entities (Ratner, 

2008a, pp. 53-54). 

 

Culture 

Contextualism 

Arom the contextualist point of view culture consists of interpenetrating, 

interdependent, internally related factors. The main factors can be categorized as social 

institutions, artifacts (housing, transportation, technology, eating utensils, artworks), and 

cultural concepts (about time, child, pleasure, property, and the self). Applying figure one 

to these factors yields Aigure ThreeJ 

 

Aigure Three here 

 

The factors interpenetrate each other and the quality of each one varies with the 

others. As Hegel and Marx said, each factor is concrete or determinate (Bestimmung or 

Bestimmtheit in German). Pach factor is a specific, distinctive complex quality that 

results from the context of interrelated factors. 

Aor example, the cultural concept of a child varies with different social institutions, 

housing architecture, clothing, and games. Similarly, the institution of education is 

different in different social systems. In most peasant societies, education is hands-on 

apprenticeship of a real-life task, under the direct supervision of a master. There are no 

separate schools or school buildings as exist in modern societies. 
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In an e&cellent critique, /wang 22445, pp. 281:282; points out that these abstract 

variables conceal crucial cultural dimensions. They therefore create the misleading 

impression that they denote something definite and common when they actually 

encompass quite disparate details.  

Fsian submission to authority derives from Confucian philosophy and embodies 

very specific features. Its cultural significance in Confucian ideology is positive. It 

includes a; fulfilling oneHs duty in an honorable manner, b; respecting the wisdom of 

authority, c; respecting the benevolence of authority who is duty:bound to protect his 

charges and act ethically towards them, much liIe the father of a family. Submission to 

authority in the Kest is quite different. It is a peLorative attribute, regarded as a form of 

fear or passivity in the face of authoritarian control. Thus, submission to authority is 

interpenetrated and modulated by cultural factors. It is not a singular, abstract variable.  

Treating cultural and psychological phenomena as discrete, abstract, singular 

variables can never capture their vibrant, nuanced, concrete, etic, indigenous features, 

regardless of the intentions of the researcher. In order to highlightthese features, general 

abstractions, such as Mschooling,M Mintelligence,M Mdepression,M Meating disordersM must be 

replaced by concrete terms that denote specific characteristics of a particular society. 

Thus, Chinese collectivism from the 1NO4s:P4s would be termed Mpolitically coercive, 

Chinese collectivism.M Collectivism in other societies would have different concrete 

names. 

F related problem with variables is that they naturalize cultural phenomena. They 

enshrine a particular social form as inevitable, general, and permanent. Fn e&ample is 

Rreenfield, et al.Hs 22445; discussion of individualistic thinIing. The authors attempt to 
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Figure Four 

Interpenetration of Cultural and Psychological Factors 
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Figure Five: 

Positivistic Relation Between Cultural Variables and Psychological Variables 
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