
[image: image1.jpg]11l Conferéncia de Pesquisa Sécio-cultural

111 Conference for Sociocultural Research




Linguagem – As práticas discursivas como locus de investigação

Language – Discourse practices as locus of investigation

Where does my past begin? Lessons from recent cross-cultural studies of autobiographical memory
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Introduction

The study of autobiographical memory or, more broadly speaking, the memory of significant past experiences from an individual’s life, can draw upon a long history of psychological investigation. In order to understand personal memory and their function in the construction of one's life story and identity, researchers have traditionally focused on the impact of individual factors like personality, neurological maturation, cognitive development, and even intelligence on the process of remembering. This focus is closely linked to traditional memory research in general that has foregrounded neurocognitive operations and other intrinsic mechanisms. The picture emerging from this tradition is that psychological phenomena, and phenomena of memory and remembering in particular, are individual matters locked in the head (be it the mind or the brain) of a person. It has often been pointed out that this approach tended to exclud the contexts of acting, experiencing, and remembering – contexts within which individuals interact with each other and with a world of meaningful cultural artifacts. As Bruner (1993) reminded us, there is a deeply rooted Cartesian mode for thinking about autobiographical memory, a mode that is not only characteristic of academic psychology but of all Western folk psychology which emphasizes individuality, power, and autonomy in explicating human lives. 

One of the problems that result from the individualistic approach to human memory in traditional psychological research has also affected the comparative study of memory and remembering in different cultures. This problem – inherent in many cross-cultural investigations – lies in the fact that the putatively neutral and analytical notion of "autobiographical memory" used in the traditional psychological and anthropological literature (including the cross-cultural literature) turns out, upon closer inspection, to be based on Western concepts of self, identity, and development. These concepts take for granted the universal existence of a model of individual development that posits as a normative standard of development an increasingly individualized, self-defined, and autonomous self that is set contrastively against other selves and against its social and natural background. In other words, these concepts are bound into the Western semantic and epistemology of the self as described by philosophers, anthropologist, and psychologists (e.g., Johnson, 1985; Markus, Mullally, & Kitayama, 1997; Taylor, 1989). 

Thus, the problem at stake is that in whatever culture personal memories are examined, the unit of analysis of "autobiographical memory" which underlies such investigation always already implies a specific conceptual construction of one culture. This peculiar construction then is taken to be the standard against which phenomena of memory and remembering from the other culture (or other cultures) are to be measured. 

The traditional cross-cultural study of autobiographical memory and its hermeneutic circle

Neisser (1997) has argued that in comparing any two things or concepts in any two (or more) cultures one can choose to stress either similarities or differences. The same argument seems also to apply to cross-cultural comparisons of autobiographical memory. But Neisser's point, put forward in a discussion about constructions of the "conceptual self," refers to the abstract and broadly defined meta-category "self-concept" which he specifies as a set of context- and culture-bound beliefs, articulated or not, about oneself as a being in the world. This indeed rather open definition is based on an explicitly transcultural understanding of people as being "first of all ecological and interpersonal selves – active embodied agents in the natural and social environments" (Neisser, 1997, p. 4). In contrast with Neisser's, as it were, content-free suggestion of an overarching analytical unit, the concept of "autobiographical memory" carries the burden of a much more culture-specific content, a content that can hardly claim to provide a neutral meta-category applicable to culturally diverse phenomena of memory and remembering. In fact, the very notion of autobiographical memory is deeply rooted in the history of Western thought and culture, as has been outlined in great detail by various authors (e.g., Freeman, 1993; Olney, 1998; Weintraub, 1978). 

The theoretical and methodological dilemma created by the universalization of Western models in studying psychological phenomena has already been widely discussed in anthropology and ethnographic research as well as in history. Here it is widely agreed that investigating different cultural and natural environments to look for phenomena defined according to one’s own cultural heritage is an inherently problematic project. Too often it had been shown that cross-cultural testing of psychological and social entities, which were believed to be universal but in fact directly imported from the researcher’s own culture, turned out to be completely foreign to the respondents (e.g., Cole, 1996). Similarly, many historians have rejected the belief in an unchanging universal human nature whose timeless principles can be learned from our own experience here and today and then confidently universalized to the interpretation of all ages and cultures. "On the contrary, "as Mink (1978, p. 141) stated," it has become a rule of historical inquiry that the significance of past actions must in the first instance be understood in terms of their agent's own beliefs, including their beliefs about human nature, not in terms of our possibly very different ones; we must at least understand their own … descriptions before we venture our own redescriptions."

Against this backdrop, the problem of many traditional cross-cultural studies is that they result from investigations which take as a point of departure assumptions that already anticipate the outcome. We can recognize here a cross-cultural version of the hermeneutic circle. The hermeneutic circle results from the fact that our perception and knowledge is always determined in part by the structures and concepts that we unavoidably bring to bear on all processes of cognition and understanding. 

If we consider, in this light, the developmental question where and when, in different cultures, an individual’s autobiographical memory begins, then we find that the answer to this question depends on what is meant by “autobiographical memory” and "human development" to both researcher and respondent in their respective cultural environments. If the meaning of these concepts is grounded in today's Western understanding of autobiographical memory as functionally related to identity (and that is, to a development biased toward an increasingly autonomous self that actively distinguishes itself from other selves and from its social and natural environment), then all forms of individuals' self-referential memories that do not match these definitions are excluded. We should not forget that the Western conception of the self is a rather peculiar idea within the context of the world's enormous variety of cultures, as Geertz (1973) once remarked.
A new approach to the study of memory in different cultures

Recently, psychologists, becoming aware of the hermeneutic circle of earlier cross-cultural research, have started in a new fashion to study the culture-specific nature of autobiographical memory and the construction of human identity. As a consequence of a more critical and cautious understanding of the biasing impact of traditional Western models of the self, researchers have begun to take into account the fact that many Asian cultures not simply put less weight on the development of a Western style autonomous self but conceive of individual development in an quite different cultural framework, namely, as a process of increasing social interrelatedness (e.g., Markus & Kitayama, 1991). In this view, development is a process in which an individual becomes interconnected with others through a myriad of daily social exchanges. Accordingly, the individual develops into a relationship-oriented "selfway," as Markus, Mullally, and Kitayama (1997) have dubbed a culturally characteristic pattern of engagement in the social world that establishes the basis for a certain kind of self-conception. 

Markus et al. have argued that the differences in "selfways" in Asian and Western cultures correspond to different views of individual development, moral values, self-concepts, and "philosophies" of the relationship between the individual and the social. 

An important theoretical framework of this movement has been provided by what has been called the social interaction hypothesis (Fivush, 1991; Nelson, 1993; 1996). According to this account, narrative constructions develop in collaboration with adults and serve to structure the child's memory for personally meaningful experience. Parents often engage the child in talk about their own experience in the present and the past, beginning at about two years. In these memory talks, they suggest a topic, a remarkable or interesting event, offer story lines, genres, and vocabulary, and provide the interactive narrative scaffolding that encourages the child to tell "her" story. There is ample evidence that, in this way, children learn to remember, and that these experiences of sharing memories also influence the child's later memory. In short, the social interaction hypothesis suggests that jointly constructed narrative forms are cultural organizers of children's nascent autobiographical memory. While the discursive interaction marks events and experiences as memories, the narrative form "emplots" them by providing a canonical story pattern (including elements such as time and place, action or event structure, intention, highpoint, conclusion, and evaluation), and thereby organizes them as personally and socially significant. 

In the wake of the social interaction hypothesis, a number of studies have examined the role of different cultural forms and styles of narrative and discursive interaction in the development of self, identity, and memory. Focussing on the emergence and development of memory talk, findings with both children and adults have revealed that people from Western cultures often provide lengthy autobiographical accounts that are elaborate, self-revealing, and concentrating on the individual self as the leading character of the story. In Western autobiographical narratives, both in everyday discourse and in literary texts, we typically encounter a self that dwells at the center of the story. It is the “I” around which the narrative revolves. Being the focus of the plot and determining the storylines, the autobiographical self appears almost always as a "Self in process of construction," as Bruner (1990, p. 121) put it. Whether it is the active agent of this construction, a passive experiencer, or the vehicle of some uncontrollable destiny: the self is the constructive pivot of the narrative organization.

In contrast to this all-dominating self-focus of Western autobiographical accounts, people from Asian cultures tend to provide brief accounts of past experiences that give a great emphasis on social relations and moral rectitude while they show little concern with the positioning of individual roles, preferences, and feelings. Mirroring the cultural stress on personal humility and modesty, autobiographical writings are sparse in traditional Asian cultures. The egotistic "I" is supposed to hide in the background with the highlight given to significant others and the social context (Pillemer, 1998). Personal story-telling primarily is a forum of strengthening interpersonal ties, organizing social networks, and controlling unacceptable deviations. Indeed, people are often capable of telling elaborate stories about others while showing clumsiness and/or reluctance when talking about their own life experiences (Röttger-Rössler, 1993).

This generic view has been supported and detailed by more specific evidence for the intimate connection between culture-specific self-constructs and particular forms of individual memories. Various questionnaire studies (Mullen, 1994; Wang, in press) have shown that the age to which earliest memory is attributed differs significantly in Asian and Americans. For example, while White Americans recall their childhood memories back to as early as 3.5 years on average, the earliest memories of Chinese are reported 6 months later, while the earliest memories of Koreans even were 16.7 months later. Similar findings have been reported regarding the frequency of memory talk. Studying naturally occurring conversations between Korean and American mothers and their 40-month-old children, Mullen and Yi (1995) found that the Korean dyads engaged in talk about the past only about one third as often as the American dyads. And when they talked about past events, the Korean mothers and children did so in far less detail than the Americans. In her study on childhood recollection and self-description in American and Chinese college students, Wang (in press) noted that the focus of adult Americans on individual attributes and qualities in their self-definitions corresponded with their early-dated, voluminous, self-focused, and emotionally-elaborative autobiographical memories. The following early childhood memory of a female undergraduate student at Harvard University provides a nice illustration of these cultural features of personal remembering. 

"I was 3 years old on Eastern Sunday. I was wearing a dress and I came into the family room answering my parents' call. I saw a 'My Little Pony' (a pink plastic toy pony) standing on the coffee table waiting for me with other Easter goodies with my parents (sitting on the chairs?) on either side. I yelped for joy and ran to 'Cathan Candy,' the pink plastic pony with white spots." 

In contrast, Chinese participants provided relatively brief accounts of childhood experiences that were later-dated and centered on collective activities, general routines, and emotionally-neutral events. Such content and style of autobiographical memory are closely linked with the Chinese view of self that embodies rich information about significant social roles and group memberships. These cultural characteristics of personal remembering are well exemplified in the following skeletal memory account about an early childhood event provided by a female undergraduate student at Beijing University. 

"Mom spanked me because of my disobedience." 

The studies of Wang and her colleagues (Wang, in press; Wang & Leichtman, 2000; Wang, Leichtman, & Davies, 2000) provide further evidence for the claim that autobiographical memory, cultural conception of selfhood, and narrative self accounts are to be understood as elements in a dynamic context in which they mutually constitute each other. That is, particular cultural "selfways" are reflected in specific features of the "autobiographical process," which in turn facilitates the focus of attention on, and maintenance of, that particular self-construct. 

Antze and Lambek (1996) have proposed that concepts of memory both presuppose and serve to construct certain notions of identity; which is to say that "any invocation of memory is part of an identity discourse and thus that conceptualizations of memory and of the 'self,' or 'subject,' mutually imply one another" (p. xxi). And this is true not only at the level of sociohistorical reflections and theoretical abstractions but equally true of an individual's subjective experience: "Who people are is closely linked to what they think about memory, what they remember, and what they can claim to remember" (Antze & Lambek, 1996, p. xxi).

Moreover, in concert with the culture-specific concept of individual/social development, children in China, Korea, and Japan learn early to understand themselves as social agents with certain commitments, duties, and rights towards others. These relationships are differently defined in various areas of social and psychological life; correspondingly, they are also reflected in different domain-specific self-concepts (Li, 2000). 

Again, at the level of intercultural comparison this is expressed in different narrative genres and storylines of children's personal memory talk. When Asian preschoolers are asked to talk with their mothers or other familiar adults about recent experiences, their narratives often contain episodes of social interactions and show concern about moral rules and behavioral standards. In contrast, American children are encouraged to focus on themselves as individual agents who “stand out” and are different from others – in line with the basic assumptions of their cultural systems of beliefs and values. Accordingly, in their memory narratives, American preschoolers often elaborate on their personal roles and preferences and pay relatively little attention to other people involved (Han, Leichtman, & Wang, 1998; Wang et al., 2000). 

These findings once again confirm the view that the meaning traditionally associated with the term "autobiographical memory" is determined by the deeply Western idea of an individuated, unified, and autonomous self. This idea also marks the goal of development, the telos of identity construction – a vision suggesting a kind of self-consistency whose continuity in time is retrospectively guaranteed by what an individual remembers as his or her unique life history. In this way, the hermeneutic circle translates into a similarly circular model of retrospective teleology (Brockmeier, 2001).

At the same time, the recent cross-cultural research on autobiographical memory in the wake of the social interaction hypothesis has further underlined that this teleological model of the “autobiographical self” is all but culturally universal. Patently, personal or self-related memories do not fulfil in all cultures the same autobiographical function, namely, to anchor the identity of a person in his or her individual past. No doubt, this "autobiographical process" has become, for a variety of reasons, a central concern of many people in the "Freudian cultures" of the West (Brockmeier, 1997). But to be sure, even in Western "cultures of autobiography" (Folkenflik, 1993), the autobiographical function does not play the same role for all individuals; nor is it the only function of remembering one's past. There are many social and rhetorical orders in which people position themselves when they refer in discourse to significant life experiences of their past (Harré & Van Langenhove, 1993). Nor is anchoring in autobiographical memory the only form of identity construction. There are many further options of relationally localizing oneself in the social contexts of family, work, religion, politics, ideology, art, and other intellectual interests, as well as other institutions and memory practices of a culture. Moreover, people not only localize themselves in one but in various cultural worlds (including diverse and contradictory ones) at the same time (e.g., Zentella, 1998). As we particularly see in Asian cultures, there also can be a strong sense of social connectedness and moral respect for others, which seems to be at least as powerful in developing and maintaining a sense of self and personal integrity as the idea of individual autonomy and autobiographical rootedness in the West. 

Conclusions

To sum up the argument presented in this paper, we have suggested that to become conscious of the hermeneutic circle suggested by the very notion of autobiographical memory implies, first, to become critically aware of the naive use of this concept as a putatively cognitive universal that is operative in all ages, cultures, and all people of one age or culture. 

Second, it means to conceptually differentiate various types or forms of personal memories of past experience and their social functions in different cultural worlds. This includes to bear in mind the intimate relationship between conceptions of the self and memory. In this way, the Western idea of an individual-centered autobiographical memory is distinguished from other cultural notions of memory and social remembering – be it in the West, be it in other traditions. 

Third, it presupposes to conceive of autobiographical practices not only as form or part of explicitly marked memory accounts (oral and written), but also as intermingled with a variety of other discursive activities, such as introducing oneself, apologizing for one's behavior, explaining personality features of oneself or others, making jokes, arguing, praying, or anticipating one's future. 

And fourth, to be aware of the implications of the hermeneutic circle that we have discussed means to keep in mind that all these memory practices are integrated into the mnemotic system of a culture as a whole. Nelson (in press) has proposed that autobiographical memory "uniquely integrates the social and the cultural with the personal, and that the Self that emerges from this process is formulated not only in terms of similarities and contrasts with other selves, but with explicit and implicit social and cultural norms." In as far as these norms are fundamental for social life, they are part of the cultural memory. That is, they are to be transmitted from one generation to the next. The cultural memory comprises a culture’s basic assumptions and values regarding conceptions of self and identity, as well as the very notion of individual and social memory. Nelson (in press) refers to a set of basic cultural models (she calls them "cultural mythologies") that all societies convey to their members, and which are handed down – through language, oral and written, and other discursive and material practices, as well as artifacts – in a trans-generational process of remembering. Who remembers, where, why, with whom and to which purpose are questions that, within this larger cultural-historical perspective, transcend the horizon of an individual and his or her intentions and registers of memory. They refer to the whole of a culture as a multi-layered mnemonic system, a system of social remembering and forgetting. 

Sumário estendido

Durante muito tempo, o estudo psicológico da memória autobiográfica (ou, em um sentido mais amplo, a memória das experiências passadas e significativas na vida de um indivíduo) se concentrou somente no impacto sobre a memória de fatores relativos ao indivíduo como a personalidade, a maturação neurológica, o desenvolvimento cognitivo e até mesmo a inteligência. O quadro que se forma a partir dessa tradição de pesquisa é que a memória e a recordação são questões individuais, trancafiadas na cabeça de uma pessoa (seja sua mente ou seu cérebro). Segundo este ponto de vista, os contextos socioculturais da ação, da experiência e da recordação tendem a ser em grande medida ignorados.

Um dos problemas que resulta da abordagem individualista da memória humana nas pesquisas tradicionais também afetou o estudo comparativo da memória e da recordação em diferentes culturas. Este problema - associado a várias investigações transculturais - reside no fato de que a noção presumivelmente neutra e analítica de “memória autobiográfica” utilizada na pesquisa tradicional está baseada nos conceitos ocidentais de Self, identidade e desenvolvimento. Esses conceitos partem do pressuposto da existência universal de um modelo de desenvolvimento do indivíduo que postula, como um padrão normativo de desenvolvimento, um Self cada vez mais individualizado, autodefinido e autônomo.

Logo, o problema aqui em questão é que em qualquer cultura onde as memórias pessoais sejam examinadas, a unidade de análise da “memória autobiográfica” que perpassa tal investigação está sempre, e desde o início, comprometida com uma construção conceitual específica de uma dada cultura. Então, essa construção peculiar é tomada como um padrão, a partir do qual os fenômenos de memória e recordação em outras culturas devem ser medidos.

A universalização dos modelos ocidentais de memória e de Self já foi criticamente discutida na antropologia, etnografia e história. Aqui, há um amplo consenso de que ao procurar por fenômenos definidos de acordo com uma particular herança cultural, na investigação de diferentes contextos culturais e naturais, é um projeto inerentemente problemático. Em várias ocasiões, mostrou-se que as verificações transculturais de entidades psicológicas e sociais - que se acreditava serem universais, mas eram na verdade diretamente importadas da cultura do próprio pesquisador - evidenciaram-se completamente estranhas aos respondentes. A partir desse pano de fundo, argumentamos que o problema de muitos dados trans-culturais tradicionais é que eles resultam de investigações cujo ponto de partida são pressuposições que de antemão antecipam seus resultados. Denominamos isso a versão transcultural do círculo hermenêutico.

Em contraste com a pesquisa tradicional, alguns psicólogos têm, recentemente, se tornado conscientes do círculo hermenêutico em que se envolveram as primeiras pesquisas transculturais. Eles vêm estudando, de uma nova maneira, a natureza cultural específica da memória autobiográfica e a construção da identidade humana. Na esteira da “hipótese sócio-interacionista” (Nelson), tem-se notado que várias culturas asiáticas não somente dão menos ênfase ao desenvolvimento de um Self individual autônomo, como concebem o desenvolvimento individual segundo um esquema cultural diferente, a saber, como um processo de crescente conexão inter-individual. Segundo esse ponto de vista, o desenvolvimento é um processo no qual um indivíduo se torna interconectado com os demais, através de uma miríade de trocas sociais cotidianas.

É patente que, as memórias pessoais e relativas ao Self não cumprem a mesma função autobiográfica em todas as culturas, a saber, a função de ancorar a identidade de uma pessoa em sua história passada. Existem outras inúmeras opções para localizar, do ponto de vista relacional, a si mesmo nos contextos sociais da família, do trabalho, da religião, da ideologia, das artes e de outros interesses intelectuais, assim como de outras instituições e práticas de memória de uma cultura.

Concluindo, argumentamos que tornar-se consciente do círculo hermenêutico sugerido pela noção de “memória autobiográfica” implica, primeiro, em tornar-se criticamente atento para o uso ingênuo desse conceito como um presumível universal cognitivo. Segundo, significa diferenciar conceitualmente vários tipos ou formas de memórias pessoais da experiência passada, bem como suas funções sociais em diferentes mundos culturais. Terceiro, isso pressupõe conceber as práticas autobiográficas não apenas como uma forma ou parte de relatos de memória (orais e escritos) explicitamente marcados, mas também como entremeados em uma variedade de outras atividades discursivas. E em quarto lugar, significa ter presente que essas práticas contextualizadas de memória são integradas no sistema mnêmico de uma cultura, como um todo. Sistema esse que também envolve as pressuposições básicas da cultura, suas crenças e valores relativos às idéias de individualidade, identidade, e memória individual e social.
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