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Culture is a complex construct embracing multiple phe-
nomena: a pattern of recurrent activities, technologies, 
and institutions informed by a system of meanings 
shared among members of a social group over time. 
The cultural practice of literacy, for instance, embraces 
the activities of reading and writing, the technologies 
of script and print, and the institutions of schools, 
libraries, and news media. Just how its meaning-system 
informs cognition has been variously theorized (e.g., 
Olson & Torrance, 1991; Scribner & Cole, 1981), and 
the psychological processes through which individuals 
become literate have been extensively researched (e.g., 
LeVine, LeVine, Schnell-Anzola, Rowe, & Dexter, 2011; 
Serpell, Baker, & Sonnenschein, 2005), yielding only 
limited consensus. 

Consider the case of Gillian, one of 50 children born 
into a rural neighborhood of Zambia’s Katete District 
in the 1960s, whose life journeys we followed over 14 
years to explore the significance of schooling in their 
personal development (Serpell, 1993). When the 
research team first met her in 1975, Gillian was enrolled 
in Grade 1 at the local primary school where the 
medium of instruction was English, but in 1979, she 
had stopped attending classes in Grade 5. Her family 
assured us that it had been her own decision, and when 
we asked her to explain, she said, “I could see I didn’t 
know how to read . . . money could just be wasted on 

me going to school.” In a 1983 follow-up interview, we 
asked her again, “Why did you drop out?” “School was 
too tough for me,” she replied.

Later in the same interview Gillian asserted that she 
was able to read, but only in the local language, Nyanja, 
and that she had been taught how to read in Nyanja 
by her mother. Four years later we checked out these 
remarkable claims. In a short informal test, she correctly 
read aloud each of a list of ten Nyanja words, but in a 
parallel test in English, she recognized only one word 
in a list of ten. Her mother met with us separately and 
explained that Gillian had asked her to teach her how 
to read so that she could follow the prayers at their 
local church. Gillian’s mother was a subsistence farmer 
and had completed just four years of schooling in the 
medium of Nyanja back in the 1950s. She had kept her 
old school books from those days, and using them, she 
told us it had taken her about four weeks to teach the 
young adult Gillian how to read in Nyanja.

Cultural aspects of Gillian’s more successful second 
encounter with the challenge of acquiring literacy 
include familiarity of the language of instruction and 
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relevance of literate skills to her everyday life. The topic 
of literacy covers only a small part of the range of 
cognitive functions that are better understood through 
a cultural lens. This article seeks to highlight some 
hazards of oversimplifying the influence of culture 
when conducting cognitive assessment of children or 
designing interventions to support their development, 
and to illustrate some benefits of including culture in 
the explanatory framework of cognitive, developmen-
tal, and educational psychology. The philosophical 
position of perspectivism that informs my analysis has 
broader implications for the validation of science, 
which seems to me to depend critically on the degree 
to which communication by scientists acknowledges 
the contextual embeddedness of their enterprise.

Hazards of Oversimplifying the 
Influence of Culture

The relevance of culture for education and psychologi-
cal assessment is often oversimplified by taking for 
granted Western cultural assumptions about the nature 
of intelligence, by ignoring cultural features of human 
cognition other than language, or by interpreting the 
influence of socialization on development as analogous 
to biological nutrition. An ethnocentric approach to 
cross-cultural comparison tends to portray other cultures 
as deficient, attributing group differences in perfor-
mance on cognitive tasks to relative assets and deficits 
in the child’s environment. Unlike the womb, the devel-
opmental niche (Super & Harkness, 1986) of the post-
natal child is a dynamic system in which multiple human 
agents cocreate affordances and contingencies with 
which the growing child interacts with increasing 
agency. In this niche the child is not passively molded 
by the environment, but actively engages with a social 
system into which she negotiates her entry, appropriat-
ing and transforming the meanings that she inherits from 
previous generations (Serpell, 1999). What is lacking in 
many accounts of culture as a womb is a strengths-based 
analysis of different cultural systems.

One of the most salient modes of engagement by 
children with the environmental constraints and affor-
dances of their developmental niche is play. A very 
popular kind of toy in central and southern Africa is a 
model car constructed by preadolescent boys from 
strips of scrap wire without any instruction manuals or 
guidance from adults. The conspicuous spatial-percep-
tual skills displayed in this context seemed inconsistent 
with many psychological studies reporting poor per-
formance by African children on tests such as Block 
Design and Bender-Gestalt. A cross-cultural study 
designed to explain the anomaly hypothesized that the 
cognitive function of pattern reproduction would 

manifest itself in different ways according to the 
demands of the ecocultural niche to which a child’s 
development is adapted. The same figures were pre-
sented for copying in three different media to children 
of the same age in two urban ecocultural settings. As 
predicted from the experiential affordances of their 
respective niches, Zambian children performed much 
better on the wire-modeling task, English children per-
formed much better on the drawing task, and there was 
no group difference on the clay-modeling task (Serpell, 
1979).

Drawing inspiration from that study, a test was 
designed to sample skills more widely promoted in 
African cultural contexts than those required for cogni-
tive operations with paper and pencil or printed dia-
grams. The Panga Munthu (literally “Make a Person”) 
Test (PMT) presents the child with a lump of clay and 
invites her to produce a figure of a person from general 
knowledge; the result is scored for the amount of detail 
of the human form represented. Zambian norms have 
been compiled by age and by school grade, and guide-
lines published for using the test to assess general cog-
nitive ability (Kathuria & Serpell, 1998). Most other 
current tests for school-aged children tend to presup-
pose general exposure to Western artifacts such as writ-
ten texts, pictures, puzzles, building blocks, and TV, 
and to practices with adults such as joint storybook 
reading or face-to-face conversation including “known-
answer questions.” While such exposure is very wide-
spread in the more industrialized countries of the 21st 
century, most of which are located in the northern part 
of the Western hemisphere (NoWeMics), it is quite rare 
and very unevenly distributed among Africa’s children 
and is generally absent for those growing up in subsis-
tence agricultural or pastoral communities.

Despite this and other research teams’ efforts to 
develop culturally appropriate assessment methods for 
early child development in settings beyond the 
NoWeMics, the practice remains widespread of assess-
ing African children’s cognitive status with tests 
designed and standardized in the NoWeMics. While it 
may appear justified for reasons of economy, I believe 
this practice tends to sustain significant distortions of 
both professional practice and public policy. “Transla-
tional research” that starts from an assumption that 
basic research has established scientific facts that need 
only to be implemented in the real world disregards 
the challenging possibility that the misfits it encounters 
arise from inherent limitations of the so-called basic 
science. The International Child Development Steering 
Group (ICDSG) has argued from studies using Western 
standardized tests that “more than 200 million children 
under 5 years of age in developing countries do not 
reach their developmental potential” (Engle et al., 2007, 
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p. 229). They attribute this to various risk factors, most 
of which are biological but also including what they 
term “inadequate cognitive stimulation,” and advocate 
that “governments and civil society should consider 
expanding high quality, cost-effective early child devel-
opment programmes,” modeled after current practices 
validated in the NoWeMics.

The case for universal application of a model of early 
childhood care and education (ECCE) based on “best 
practices” rests on an analogy with the highly successful 
strategy adopted by UNICEF (1985) of universal promo-
tion of growth-monitoring, oral rehydration therapy, 
breast-feeding, and immunization, which resulted in a 
dramatic reduction of infant deaths in many low-income 
countries over the following three decades. Key ele-
ments of the ICDSG strategy for enhancing the develop-
ment of children’s cognitive and social-emotional 
competence are “stimulation” and “caregiver sensitivity.” 
But psychosocial intervention to optimize the develop-
ment of young children cannot be operationalized with 
the same degree of cross-cultural equivalence as a vac-
cine or breast-feeding. Extending the notion of an 
expert paradigm from the biomedical domain to psy-
chosocial interventions involves deliberate attempts to 
change modes of social interaction between children 
and their adult caregivers. Such “interventions are likely 
to disturb the prevailing sociocultural system. To aban-
don a long-standing traditional practice calls into ques-
tion the indigenous theory that informs it and may 
affect interpersonal relationships in the child’s family 
and community as well as the social distribution of 
responsibilities for child-rearing” (Serpell & Nsamenang, 
2014, pp. 12–13).

Ejuu (2015) has criticized current ECCE programs in 
rural Uganda for conspicuous violation of several indig-
enous cultural ideals, including promotion of sharing 
from an early age, promotion of self-reliance in practi-
cal matters, and widespread distribution of responsibil-
ity among adults in the community for disciplinary 
control over child misbehavior. Another potentially 
alienating practice of many ECCE centers in Africa is 
the use of a high prestige but alien language as a 
medium of instruction in preference to the language of 
children’s homes. Yet, “if strategic interventions to pro-
tect, support and promote the optimal development of 
young children in rural African communities are to 
become sustainable components of progressive social 
change, they will need to be appropriated by the com-
munity as their own” (Serpell & Nsamenang, 2014, 
p. 24).

Many evaluation studies of ECCE programs in Africa 
use prediction of success in primary school as an exter-
nal validity criterion. When both educational interven-
tions are delivered in the medium of a language that is 

alien to economically disadvantaged children’s homes, 
it is highly probable that a positive correlation will be 
found. But arguably such validation merely provides 
circular confirmation of a culturally hegemonic 
approach to education. The economic and social ben-
efits widely claimed for investment in schooling may 
depend at the local level on a convergence between 
specifics of curriculum and instruction with the beliefs 
and aspirations of local families and communities that 
is currently rare.

I have argued in this section that oversimplifying the 
influence of culture can have negative consequences 
for the application of psychology, such as stigmatizing 
the culturally different as atypical or deficient, or legiti-
mizing and perpetuating oppressive cultural hegemony. 
A number of benefits can arise for the science of psy-
chology from acknowledging the importance of culture: 
communication with diverse audiences, channeling new 
knowledge into socially progressive processes, and 
theoretical insights about the nature of human behavior 
and experience. I present illustrations of three such 
insights next: linguistic flexibility as a dimension of 
cognition, social responsibility as a dimension of intel-
ligence, and intimate culture as a filtering structure 
between larger social representations and the frame of 
reference for an individual mind.

Linguistic Flexibility

One of the long-standing sources of cultural bias in the 
scope of mainstream science on cognitive development 
may be coming to an end with the increasing recogni-
tion by American researchers that monolingualism is a 
relatively rare condition, which has dominated the 
selection of participants in mainstream psychological 
research. McCabe et al. (2013, p. 1) acknowledged that 
“multilingualism is an international fact of life and 
increasing in the United States,” that gives rise to dis-
tinctive developmental contexts. A prevalent feature of 
plurilingual behavior is the combination of elements of 
two or more language varieties within a single speech 
act or event, variously termed code switching or lexical 
adoption. While this may sometimes arise from a lack 
of cognitive differentiation between linguistic codes, 
and has attracted social criticism from some commenta-
tors, research has revealed systematic variations in how 
and when a given code is selected, that are open to 
intriguing interpretation.

The various codes in use in a plurilingual community 
generally have different social connotations well-known 
to participants, with one speech variety being conven-
tionally preferred for public discourse, while one or 
more others are preferred for more private, intimate 
discourse. This social differentiation was characterized 
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by Ferguson (1959) as diglossia, with an emphasis on 
the relative prestige attached to the different codes 
within that particular society. Fishman (1967) and oth-
ers have since extended that analysis to the linguistic 
landscape of formerly colonized societies, arguing that 
the status of H(igh) code is generally accorded to the 
language of the state imposed by the former metropoli-
tan colonial power and entrenched in the practices of 
public institutions such as parliament, law courts, 
national press, and higher education. By contrast, the 
status of L(ow) code is accorded to the various indig-
enous languages as “language of hearth and home.”

Conversational code switching has been documented 
in many different plurilingual communities around the 
world. Analysis of tape-recorded conversations has con-
sistently found that the meaning of many switches is 
more subtle than quotation, addressee specification, 
interjection, or message qualification, and seems to 
hinge on a contrast between the personal and the 
objective (Gumperz, 1982). The appeal to this contrast 
often harks back to feelings of ethnicity: The speaker 
switches to the language of hearth and home to con-
note a greater personal involvement with that section 
of her utterance. Another well-known feature of lan-
guages in contact is the inclusion of words from one 
of the languages as part of the lexicon of another (“loan 
words” or lexical adoptives). Some arbiters of public 
opinion construe such practices as a sign of degrada-
tion of one or more of the languages being mixed. But 
many research analysts regard it as an enriching feature 
of discourse with opportunities for display of rhetorical 
skill.

Zambia’s linguistic landscape is often described as 
one of great diversity, even by insiders. But linguists 
have shown that 10 clusters of dialects account for most 
of the widely spoken varieties (Kashoki & Mann, 1978), 
and all of the indigenous languages share a great deal 
of commonality in phonology, morphology and gram-
mar. Rapid acquisition of a second or third language is 
regarded as normal in Zambian society. Adults resident 
in urban areas typically claim fluency in three or more 
languages (one of which is English), and those in rural 
areas in two or more. In the capital city of Lusaka, the 
predominant language of communication reported in 
2000 by 58% of adults was some variety in the Nyanja 
cluster, 17% one in the Bemba cluster, and 25% one in 
another cluster. The town variety of Nyanja is widely 
recognized as a lingua franca (Serpell, 2014). Under-
standing the development of communicative compe-
tence in children growing up in such a multilingual 
urban area calls for analysis of how multiple speech 
varieties are deployed across contexts.

An exploratory foray was undertaken in the context 
of Zambia’s 1976–1977 national debate on educational 

policy, designed to illustrate the linguistic versatility of 
urban children entering the public school system, with 
a view to opening up discussion of alternative options 
for the medium of instruction. The prevailing policy at 
the time was total immersion in English from Grade 1 
onward. Our field experiment presented three different 
discourse contexts (home, play, and school) and varied 
which of three different languages was used in each 
context. First graders were recruited from Lusaka public 
schools, for half of whom the family’s home language 
was Nyanja, and for half Bemba. As each child entered 
the room, an experienced primary school teacher fluent 
in Nyanja, Bemba, and English launched into the first 
discourse episode in one of those languages, then 
switched over without explanation to a second lan-
guage, and finally switched again to a third language 
for the last episode.

As predicted from our naturalistic observation and 
sociolinguistic analysis, we found that all the children 
accepted without question the switching by an adult 
from one code to another and often replied in a differ-
ent code from that in which the question was posed. 
The children handled questions about home and playful 
interaction better in either of the indigenous languages 
than in English. Their command of English was better 
in dealing with the picture than with discourse in the 
domains of home or play. Children from Bemba-speak-
ing households had a better command of Nyanja (the 
local, Bantu lingua franca) than of English (the medium 
of instruction at their schools) and had a stronger com-
mand of their second Bantu language than did the 
(majority group) children of Nyanja-speaking house-
holds (Serpell, 1980).

Much more research is needed on the linguistic com-
petencies of Zambian schoolchildren, particularly in 
the wake of recent policy changes on medium of 
instruction. Over the past two decades government 
policy has acknowledged the importance of introducing 
children to literacy in the medium of a familiar language 
in which they have a foundation of spoken language 
competence. Selection of which particular speech vari-
ety to prescribe as medium of classroom instruction has 
been based initially on the zoning practices of the colo-
nial administration, which prescribed particular variet-
ies of seven indigenous languages in the first half of 
the 20th century. But a number of challenges have been 
raised against this on grounds such as the policy’s omis-
sion of some of the minor language clusters and its 
neglect within some clusters of a particular variety 
regarded by many adults as their predominant language 
of communication (notably the urban dialects of Nyanja 
and Bemba).

Even the functional analysis of code switching as a 
metacognitive strategy for mapping semiotic resources 
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onto social context may inadvertently tend to legitimize 
the ideological presumptions that monolingualism is 
normal and that a standard form of each language is 
essential. A less constraining term than code switching 
to designate the various ways in which plurilingual 
individuals negotiate the communicative challenges of 
their community is translanguaging. Creese and Black-
ledge (2010) have described a flexible bilingual 
approach to language teaching and learning in Chinese 
and Gujarati community language schools in the United 
Kingdom, which they suggest may point the way for-
ward to a new kind of pedagogy responsive to the 
multiple linguistic repertoires of learners in such com-
munities. Banda and Bellononjengele (2010, p. 107) 
have described “socially transforming multilingual dis-
courses which draw on rural and urban indigenous 
Zambian languages, (Zambian) English and mixed 
codes,” and argued that “current accounts of English 
use in Africa fail to account for Africans’ experiences 
and the realities around the use of language” (p. 109). 
They highlight “the creative agency that goes into the 
construction of multilingual discourses in late modern 
Africa” (p. 109), and warn that the application in so-
called “peripheral” speech communities of norms of 
language and discourse derived from monolingual 
speech communities “at the centre” can lead to a situ-
ation where “what should be seen as examples of mul-
tilingual competencies is then seen as monolingual 
[English] incompetence” (p. 118).

Recent studies comparing the language competen-
cies of young bilingual and monolingual children sug-
gest that early regular engagement with the challenges 
of communication in two different languages may pro-
vide a powerful stimulus for the development of certain 
kinds of cognitive complexity (Bialystok, Craik, Green, 
& Gollan, 2009). Future research documenting such 
beneficial cognitive consequences of plurilingualism 
may help shift the focus of educational policymakers 
in various countries away from overcoming handicaps 
in achieving a monolingual standard, toward building 
on cognitive strengths of plurilingual flexibility. This 
could be of special significance in the African region 
where educational policymakers have tended to empha-
size the modernizing benefits of mastering an interna-
tional language and to neglect the strategic advantages 
of individual multilingualism for building a harmonious 
society (Prah & Brock-Utne, 2009).

One coherent account of language-mixing behavior 
postulates that speakers are strategically deploying 
resources drawn from a repertoire of multiple codes to 
match constraints and opportunities within a culturally 
organized social system. Another proposes that they 
are using a new syncretic dialect shared amongst mem-
bers of an emerging speech community.

A pervasive cultural constraint on publication of sys-
tematic research in contemporary psychology is the bias 
toward the English language. New, partly standardized 
versions of English have emerged in different societies 
(Pride, 1982), which compete with the standards propa-
gated by various national and international agencies for 
legitimacy as a medium of instruction at various levels 
of formal education (Erling & Seargeant, 2013). The 
dynamic processes of language mixing discussed earlier 
may represent a close-up picture of the kind of contacts, 
interactions, and transitions that took place over secular 
time to generate the current hybrid language known as 
standard English. Resistance to such mixing was eventu-
ally overcome over the course of history.

Socially Responsible Intelligence

A strengths-based analysis of different cultural systems 
demands attention to the meanings and values that 
inform different child-rearing practices. In our study of 
life journeys in Zambia (Serpell, 1993), we invited par-
ents to share with us their ideas about children’s behav-
ioral attributes and their parental goals and methods of 
socialization. Multiple interviews spread over a number 
of years led us to the conclusion that a key concept, 
nzelu, incorporated both elements of cognitive alacrity 
(-cenjela) similar to the English concept of intelligence, 
and also a cluster of attributes such as attentiveness, 
obedience, trustworthiness, and cooperativeness, relat-
ing to the notion of social responsibility (-tumikila). For 
many adult informants, a child qualified for the designa-
tion intelligent (wa-nzelu) only if she or he displayed 
both cognitive alacrity and social responsibility.

Similar findings have been reported by cultural psy-
chological studies in several other rural communities 
elsewhere in Africa (Dasen et  al., 1985; Grigorenko 
et al., 2001). This contrasts with the predominant view 
of expert psychologists in the United States, whose 
examples of an “ideally intelligent” person clustered 
around three factors: “verbal intelligence,” “problem-
solving ability,” and “practical intelligence” (Sternberg, 
Conway, Ketron, & Bernstein, 1981).Yet, it is interesting 
that when responses to the same questions by a sample 
of urban American “laypersons” were analyzed, a factor 
of “social competence” emerged that was absent from 
the responses by experts. According to Nsamenang 
(2006), “systematic socialization of responsible intelli-
gence” is a hallmark of an African worldview informing 
parents’ implicit cultural models or ethnotheories. Not 
only do they value this trait but they actively seek to 
nurture it in their children.

Many educators claim that the cultivation of social 
responsibility is one of the goals of education, but the 
practices of modern schools often seem better attuned 
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to the promotion of individual achievements without 
reference to their impact on society. The system of 
formal education institutionalized in public basic 
schools in many countries around the world originated 
historically in Western Europe. Its dissemination in 
Africa was closely linked to Christian proselytization 
and resulted in hegemonic imposition of practices and 
theories exogenous to the local population’s preexisting 
culture. As a result, in many rural African communities 
a radical disjunction exists between the socialization 
agenda of children’s families and the curriculum they 
encounter at school. The “narrowing pyramid” structure 
of educational provision in Zambia generates an 
“extractive definition of success,” whereby students are 
defined as failures if the outcome of their schooling is 
not a career that takes them away from their community 
of origin (Serpell, 1999). Sadly, in our longitudinal study 
this problematic construal of the most common out-
come of enrolment in public schooling was widely 
endorsed not only by teachers, but also by “drop-outs” 
themselves who paradoxically attributed their failure 
to insufficient nzelu.

Mpofu (2002) has predicted that, through moderniza-
tion, “increases in literacy and participation in modern 
economies among the indigenous communities in sub-
Saharan Africa will narrow the gap between concep-
tions of intelligence by African schools and their 
communities” (p.10). However, in many countries of 
the continent, the growth of school enrollment has not 
been matched by growth of economic opportunities, 
leading to increased skepticism in many quarters about 
the value of formal education as it is currently designed.

A constructive response to the challenge of making 
education more relevant was pioneered in the 1990s 
by a group of school teachers in northern Zambia, 
drawing on the concept of Child-to-Child (CtC) (Hawes 
& Scotchmer, 1993). A research team based at the 
University of Zambia conducted a case study to docu-
ment this group’s innovative practices at Kabale, a gov-
ernment primary school in the small rural town of 
Mpika, to assess parental views in the local community 
on the CtC approach, and to evaluate educational out-
comes. Teacher Paul Mumba assigned his students in 
fifth grade to seventh grade to find a growth chart in 
use at home for a sibling or a neighbor’s child, to escort 
the child to the clinic, with or in place of a parent, to 
observe how the record was entered, and to interpret 
the significance of the graph for that child’s healthy 
development. Building on interpretation of the growth 
chart, students learned about the nutritional care of 
young children, including oral rehydration with a 
homemade solution of sugar and salt during episodes 
of diarrhea. Nurturant care of younger children served 
as a productive contribution to the life of the local 

community, and as priming for the student’s develop-
ment of prosocial skills and attitudes for adult life. 
Project work both in the classroom and outside was 
organized in study teams, which promoted cooperative 
learning as students co-constructed solutions to prob-
lems assigned by the teacher (Serpell, 2008).

We found that many parents of children enrolled in 
classes using this CtC approach considered it a natural 
and welcome extension of a practice embedded in tra-
ditional Bemba culture that they were using with their 
children at home and had experienced as children 
themselves in an earlier generation. Indeed, the peda-
gogical themes of cooperation and nurturant care for 
younger children are well represented in the socializa-
tion ideals expressed in many indigenous African soci-
eties (Nsamenang, 2006).

Two longitudinal trace studies were undertaken, one 
in secondary schools when the cohort were adoles-
cents, and another when they were young adults. Two 
years after completing their primary schooling, many 
of the cohort were enrolled either in coeducational 
basic school classes on the site of a neighborhood 
primary school or as boarders at a single-sex national 
high school located in Mpika District. Admission to the 
high schools, which provided more abundant learning 
facilities, smaller class sizes, and teachers with more 
advanced training, was awarded competitively based 
on a nationwide examination.

Many of the former CtC students now in Grade 9 at 
a local basic school cited group work as the most effec-
tive learning method. Although cooperation with peers 
on class assignments was discouraged by their present 
teachers on the grounds that it promoted dependency, 
these students found ways to incorporate cooperative 
peer-group activity into their lives outside school in 
community work, recreation, and mutual support with 
family problems. They expressed a keen sense of con-
cern about the state of the community and the welfare 
of those within it, particularly the vulnerable and the 
disadvantaged. And they communicated a sense of per-
sonal responsibility and commitment to using what they 
had learned and what they anticipated learning for the 
benefit of the community as a whole. These themes 
were absent from the interview responses of students 
at high schools, where cooperation on academic work 
was strictly prohibited as constituting a kind of cheat-
ing, and most students seemed to have adjusted to a 
high level of competition promoted in that setting. 
However, some of them expressed resentment that their 
current school setting did not support the type of learn-
ing opportunities they were exposed to during their 
years in CtC and spoke nostalgically about the value of 
group work as it related to their own personal develop-
ment (Serpell & Adamson-Holley, 2016).
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When we interviewed some of the same cohort as 
young adults, it was evident that the CtC approach 
adopted by Mumba had made a profound impact on 
many of his students. Fourteen years later, they remem-
bered vividly the study group organization of the class 
as exciting and empowering. They also retained a clear 
memory of the philosophical themes of helping others, 
cooperative learning, and gender equality. Many of 
those who went on to further education regarded the 
CtC approach as superior to the more individualistic 
educational practices they encountered elsewhere. 
Although this evaluation may reflect an emphasis on 
collectivist or interdependent values in traditional Afri-
can culture, it is clear that the experience of CtC added 
something important to their home socialization 
because these values did not feature in our interviews 
with youths who had attended the same school but 
were enrolled in classes that did not adopt the CtC 
approach. “The assignment of genuine responsibilities 
to them at an early age for reaching out to intervene 
in the wider community, with an emphasis on nurtur-
ance of younger children’s development, seems to have 
cultivated in many of them an enduring prosocial dis-
position to help others in need” (Serpell, Mumba, & 
Chansa-Kabali, 2011, p. 89). Even despite the counter-
vailing pattern of education focused on individual com-
petition that the academically more talented learners 
experienced in the national high schools, they retained 
a commitment to applying their knowledge and talents 
for the good of society.

Recent decades have seen a revival of Western schol-
arship on the topic of wisdom. In Sternberg’s (2004) 
balance theory, wisdom is a higher order trait that 
combines the cognitive trait of intelligence with knowl-
edge and values in such a way as to direct judgment 
toward balancing the interests of the individual and 
those of society. This synthesis resembles my account 
of the Chewa concept of nzelu as a combination of 
ku-chenjela (smartness) with ku-tumikila (social 
responsibility). The disposition to apply cognitive 
resources in a socially responsible manner is essential 
to representation of the overarching resource itself. 
Thus a person endowed with cognitive skills but dis-
posed to apply them selfishly is not intelligent because 
she or he has not fully understood the potential of her 
or his skills. However, Grossman, Na, Varnum, Kitayama, 
and Nisbett (2013) sought to define wisdom indepen-
dently of intelligence in their investigation of the rela-
tionship of wisdom and intelligence with self-reported 
well-being in a diverse sample of American adults.

What are the theoretical consequences of conceptu-
alizing wisdom and intelligence as separate traits? On 
the one hand, it highlights the limited adaptive value 
of an “unwise” dimension of intelligence, such as its 

tendency toward egocentrism and illusions of omni-
science, omnipotence, and invulnerability (Sternberg, 
2004). On the other hand, it seems to provide a loop-
hole for intelligence theorists to escape the implications 
of assessment outcomes for social responsibility. 
Sternberg (2004) advances powerful reasons for includ-
ing the cultivation of wisdom among the objectives of 
school curricula for adolescents. But, given the well-
known association of wisdom with age and experience, 
many parents and teachers may resist the idea. More-
over, in liberal Western democracies, social critics may 
see it as opening a hazardous gateway for intrusion of 
religious and other ideological agendas into public 
education.

Intimate Culture

The notion that a given cultural group represents reality 
in particular ways that influence the thinking and 
behavior of its individual members has been character-
ized as a social representation (Hoijer, 2011; Moscovici, 
1981). The concept is part of what Bronfenbrenner 
(1979, p. 9) called the macrosystem: “generalized pat-
terns of ideology and institutional structure character-
istic of a particular culture or sub-culture.” An example 
considered earlier is the notion of “systematic socializa-
tion of responsible intelligence” that Nsamenang (2006) 
considered to be part of an African worldview. There 
is considerable debate in the literature of sociology and 
social psychology on how such representations arise, 
how they change over time, and how they influence 
individual cognition.

In many culturally diverse societies, a popular notion 
is that certain individuals “belong to” a given sociocul-
tural group, and by virtue of that membership they are 
entitled to speak with authority about a collective fea-
ture of that group’s culture. The epistemological author-
ity claimed in that assumption rests on the notion that 
membership of a cultural group generates a sense of 
ownership with regard to a system of meanings that 
informs the group’s cultural practices. That is the prem-
ise on which many anthropologists justify their reliance 
on the testimony of “insiders” regarding the meaning 
of practices that are difficult for an “outsider” to 
understand.

The sense of ownership of a cultural group’s particu-
lar system of meanings by its members can be under-
stood theoretically as arising developmentally through 
a process of participatory appropriation (Rogoff, 1993). 
Children enter a cultural activity as novices and develop 
by virtue of appropriating the system of meanings that 
informs the activity. Initially they participate in the 
activities peripherally and/or as apprentices under the 
guidance of experts or old-timers (Lave & Wenger, 
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1991). Their developmental appropriation of the system 
of meanings enables them eventually to participate 
more centrally and with greater authority as full-fledged 
members of the community of practice who can now 
claim the culture as their own. When two cultural insid-
ers engage in debate about how best to interpret the 
behavior of a particular individual in a specified con-
text, one of them praising his or her behavior as appro-
priate, the other condemning it, they focus initially on 
the behavior, not on the language they are using. The 
implicit claim that each of them makes is that they 
know what it means to be honest, intelligent, or kind, 
to be unfair, stupid, or cruel, and that other, older 
members of the community do not have unlimited 
power to interpret these cultural constructs on their 
behalf. It is this authority to interpret the application 
of a meaning system to particular instances that 
expresses the sense of ownership that insiders feel with 
respect to their culture (Serpell, 2001, 2008).

Our longitudinal study conducted in the 1990s in the 
American city of Baltimore (Serpell et  al., 2005) was 
designed to compare the literacy development of young 
children, all enrolled in a single public school system, 
whose home environments represented four “social 
addresses”: intersecting middle income/low income 
with African American/European American. We con-
ducted repeated assessments of the children’s cognitive 
development at school between the ages of 3 and 8, as 
well as in-depth interviews with their parents and 
teachers to explore their ethnotheories.

One salient connection we found between parental 
ethnotheories and children’s literacy development was 
that children of parents who emphasized the theme of 
reading as a source of entertainment tended to score 
higher on our independent tests of literacy than peers 
whose parents emphasized the theme of reading as a 
set of skills to be acquired. The entertainment orienta-
tion was more widely endorsed by parents in the higher 
income, more literate segment of our sample than by 
parents in the lower income, less literate segment 
where emphasis was more often placed on acquiring 
basic skills. The entertainment orientation was also 
more widely endorsed by European American than Afri-
can American parents. In our interviews with parents 
we also asked about the child’s engagement in various 
literacy-related activities at home and the family’s rou-
tines of dinnertime, reading aloud, and doing home-
work for school. Taken together these indices of a 
family’s home environment accounted for a large part 
of the variance in children’s literacy scores. Indeed 
when they were controlled statistically, the social 
address variables of income and ethnicity had little or 
no additional predictive power (Serpell et  al., 2002). 
We interpreted this finding as evidence that the intimate 
culture of each family’s home life mediated the 

influence of social addresses such as race and class on 
an individual child’s literacy development.

The notion of an intimate family culture was inspired 
by Sameroff and Fiese’s (1992, pp. 357–358) proposal 
that a “family code” constitutes a set of factors “inter-
mediate between the cultural influences [on child devel-
opment] and individual interaction patterns. This code 
is not a set of stable enduring characteristics, but is an 
evolving regulatory system.” They identified several 
types of cultural resource that characterize the family 
code: paradigms, myths, stories, and rituals. In the Bal-
timore project we examined the degree to which a 
family was invested in certain literacy-related practices 
as a valued family tradition or routine, according them 
the status of a ritual. In addition to the relative impor-
tance attached to an entertainment perspective on read-
ing, we found that investment in doing homework as 
a family routine accounted for a significant amount of 
variance in children’s basic reading skills.

The concept of an intimate culture helps to elaborate 
the notion of cultural-group membership beyond the 
external labels of social addresses such as class and 
race. Defined as the nexus of cultural parameters actu-
ally experienced by a specified group of persons, it 
may be understood as an architectural construct that, 
looking inward, affords opportunities and constraints 
for behavior and development and, looking outward, 
represents a particular social group’s distinctive char-
acter. Several levels of grouping can be distinguished, 
such as neighborhoods, church congregations, and 
families. “Any particular intimate culture will include 
traces of . . . larger incorporating social formations, but 
will filter them selectively” (Serpell, 2001, p. 251).

Another multilayered account of culture has recently 
been articulated by Markus and Conner (2013, p. 15), 
who conceptualize the dynamic interaction between 
persons and cultures in terms of “culture cycles” that 
operate as follows: “Our I’s (selves) both produce and 
are produced by cultures-out-in-the-world, including 
the customs and artifacts that shape our daily interac-
tions, which themselves foster and follow from cultural 
institutions, which in turn reflect and support our cul-
ture’s big ideas, including ideas about what a person 
is and should be.” An important challenge for cultural 
psychology remains how to articulate the processes 
through which individuals and cultural phenomena 
exercise their mutual influence. For Cole (1985) the 
zone of proximal development is “where culture and 
cognition create each other,” while others have focused 
on situational cues or on matters of identity.

Intimate culture may also be a productive

way of conceptualizing a unifying cultural frame 
of reference for encounters among people 
originating from a diversity of ethnocultural 
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formations within a transcendent organization 
such as a classroom, a school, a neighborhood, or 
a profession. These transcendent organizations . . . 
have their own emergent, cultural properties that 
coexist with, rather than challenging the validity 
of, older cultural traditions. (Serpell, 2001, p. 251)

Studies of school climate in the United States have 
long recognized the relevance of interpersonal relations 
within the school and the classroom to the quality of 
educational experience and outcomes, but their impact 
on public policy and on the training of professionals 
has been quite limited, perhaps in part because of a 
narrowly individualistic focus by policymakers on how 
to shape student behavior, with insufficient attention 
to how cultural context influences learning (Cohen, 
2014).

Benefits of Acknowledging Cultural 
Perspectives

The perspectivist themes I have presented in this article 
add to the potential of psychology in various ways. 
Acknowledging that linguistic flexibility may be a dis-
tinctive and powerful of feature of communicative com-
petence rather than a sign of cognitive weakness 
highlights the cultural load of language that has tended 
to evade detection through the lens of the Sapir-Whorf 
linguistic relativity hypothesis. It also illustrates the 
adaptability of individuals to the multiple demands of 
multicultural social situations, on which a culturally 
responsive pedagogy should seek to build. Respecting 
the emphasis placed on a socially responsible aspect 
of intelligence by many of the agrarian communities in 
which the majority of Africa’s children are raised affords 
a view of their socialization practices as more construc-
tively relevant to the design of formal education than 
does global characterization of their cultures as tradi-
tional, collectivist, or interdependent. As the experience 
of Kabale school with the CtC approach illustrates, con-
temporary African educational institutions can build on 
and expand the values and felt needs of local commu-
nities rather than importing models designed in and for 
the NoWeMics, which tends to generate an extractive 
definition of success.

An interesting attempt to accord public recognition 
to prosocial behavior among youths of school age in 
the United Kingdom was launched in 2012 by the Uni-
versity of Birmingham’s Jubilee Centre for Character 
and Values (2017). By rewarding virtuous behavior 
explicitly, such programs face an inherent paradox, 
given that the motivation it seeks to sustain is a selfless 
one. As Schwartz (2011) argues compellingly, while 
incentives may serve to motivate socially desirable 

behavior in the short-term, in the longer term they tend 
to undermine moral will by shifting attention from 
intrinsic to extrinsic motivation. Markus and Conner 
(2013) highlight a similar danger in imposing corporate 
cultural norms on the evaluation of work by nonprofit 
organizations.

The concept of intimate culture provides an account 
of the interface between individual cognition and cul-
tural context in which each specific niche such as a 
family, a school or a workplace selectively filters larger 
sociocultural influences into a particular, enduring pat-
tern of proximal stimulation and adaptive demands. 
This allows for an account of social and international 
mobility in which an individual negotiates her own 
transactional pathway by drawing on multiple cultural 
resources, and an account of cross-cultural communica-
tion that avoids stereotyping participants with the labels 
of their social addresses. We can slice up the constitu-
encies that own particular cultures in many ways, and 
new individuals can gain access to them so as to qualify 
for membership. While the easiest way to attain mem-
bership of a cultural group is through childhood encul-
turation, complete acculturation is possible later in life.

Returning to the literacy learning example of Gillian, 
the intimate culture of the rural primary school where 
she failed to acquire literacy afforded no opportunities 
for Gillian to apply her oral language competency in 
Nyanja to learning the letter-sound correspondence 
rules of English orthography, unlike the Nyanja-medium 
curriculum in which her mother had acquired basic 
literacy in the 1950s. To understand that change in 
medium of instruction in Zambia’s public schools calls 
for cultural-historical and political-economic analysis, 
as does the use of Nyanja in the local church. Within 
those contextual constraints, the application by Gillian’s 
mother of her basic literacy skills to assisting her daugh-
ter learn to read calls for an analysis in terms of their 
evolving social relationship.

Like linguistic code switching, the notion of owner-
ship-membership of an intimate culture transcends the 
deterministic interpretation sometimes placed on ethnic 
group membership. Ownership of a cultural meaning 
system opens opportunities rather than trapping indi-
vidual cognition within a closed code. Rather than a 
position of radical cultural relativism, I favor a more 
open position of perspectivism, as articulated by Lukes 
(1982), which

begins from the observation that the social 
scientist’s data (. . . practices, norms . . .) are not 
“brute facts” but are meaningful for subjects whose 
shared understandings of their meanings are 
constitutive of them, essential to their being the 
realities they are. Such intersubjective meanings 
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are essential to the very identification of social 
facts, such as . . . crime . . . education . . . or voting. 
(pp. 302–303)

But this does not make the search for truth pointless 
or impossible, as may be held by some relativists or 
postmodern deconstructionists, because “even if per-
spective-freedom is impossible, various constraints 
operate upon every interpretation and explanation”  
(p. 304).

The examples of research I have presented in this 
article were addressed to understanding psychological 
processes within a culturally informed context, with a 
view to their findings being intelligible and useful to a 
variety of audiences including the people who partici-
pated as subjects, but also theorists, professional prac-
titioners, and policymakers in various societies around 
the world (Serpell, 1990). In my view, educational selec-
tion and curriculum development should pay attention 
to the ways in which intelligence is conceptualized in 
different cultures in preparing future adult citizens for 
leadership roles. And the accountability of those expert 
practices should address cultural standards of local 
communities as well as national and global agendas 
such as the sustainable development goals and world 
peace.
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