g i RN A
FNewlify ry 1tg it ow,’ 1t_g_leggé’\fltbl’:hg: frog. The Princess could hardly
believe ;'ﬁ, pushe fﬁhd a5 sheiwas Egld-;.bA'S she placed the frog on her silken
pﬂlow,aan-,’-ﬁsgfmsf{s i thing happened. Before her eyes the frog turned

into a handsome Prificé, who sat smiling at her. ] was bewitched by an
evil enchantress.” he explained. “Only the kindness of a Princess could re-
lease me from my spell”

Then the Princess was glad that she had kept her promise. For the
Prince was very handsome indeed. Before many months had passed, the
Prince and the Princess were married.

_-THE STORY OF THE FROG PRINCE AS RELATED BY
NicOLA BAXTER IN “THE FROG PRINCE”

i must have read the story of the Frog Prince to my daughter hundreds of
times by the time she was 5 years old, and now that my son is about that age |
seem to be reading him fary tales and nursery rhymes s0 often that I found
myself humming his favorite thymes to myself on the way to my office, in cor-
ridors, in elevators, while jogging, and even during duller moments in com-
mittee meetings. To catch oneself absent-mindedly giving 2 rendition of “Simple
Simon” during a committee meeting is just a normal part of parenthood.

“Oh yes, you're at that stage; you've got ‘parent of young children written’
all over you,” commented a colleague.“Learn to enjoy it. In the blink of an eye, -
the kids will go to college, start work, get married and have children, and you'll
feel old like me. It's all very predictable, the stages of tife”

Watching children grow up, struggle through the teenage years, complete
formal schooling, become adults, form bonds with long-term partuers and
start families of their own, develop working carects, retire and grow old, one
does get the Impression that development takes place in predictable stages. Psy-
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chologists have attempted to formalize this process in models of stages, and
such models have become highly influential in the mass media and popular
culture.

Stage Models as Carriers

oy

s

Stage models of human behavior are compatible with, and supportive of, the
ideal of self-contained individualism that is so central to U.S. culture and,
through that, becoming so influential around the world. Stage models typically
depict development as primarily dependent on factors within the individual,
with outcomes determined by individual characteristics. The environment
plays a secondary role in stage models.

Observers have often wondered why certain European psychologists, such
25 the Swiss researcher Jean Piaget, have become so influential in the United
States, while many others with equally or more innovative ideas have failed
to make an impact, A major reason is that U.S. society is more receptive to
accounts of behavior that correspond to the individualistic value systemn domi-
nant in the United States, and Piaget’s model fits this requirement very well.
Despite references made to the context, Piaget’s genetic episternology ulti-
mately maintains the focus on the individual rather than the environment.

Major Stage Models

The most important stage models of human development are those put for-
ward by Sigmund Freud, Jean Piaget, Lawrence Kohlberg, and Erik Erikson.
These models propose that progress to a higher stage of development is only
possible after the lower stages have been successfully traversed—rather like
climbing up a ladder on which each step has to be taken exactly in turn and no

step can be skipped. The focus is on performance capacity, on bow well indi-

viduals can perform tasks. Another important characteristic of these stage

- models is that they claim to encompass humankind, so that everyone s assumed

to pass through the same developmental sequence.

@ Freud's Fiction of Psychiosexual Development Ereud sketched out five main
stages of psychosexual development: oral, anal, phallic, latency, and genital, At
each stage the individual’s struggles are associated with particular regions of
the body. In the first 18 months or so, the mouth is the center of experience
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and the main sORICe of sensual pleasure. We come to know the world through
our mouths, and we try to put everything we can get hold of into our mouths.
In the second and third years we enter the anal stage, and a focus of our activi-
ties becomes toilet training. We gain more control gver our OWI bodies, but we
also feel increasing pressure to conform to societal norms, L0 Us€ the newly
achieved control over ourselves in socially acceptable ways. The phallic stage
begins around the age of 3 and ends around age 6. Children learn more about
their own bodies, as well as the physical differences between Doys and girls.
Associated with these changes s an internalization of societal morality, such
that children learn to feel shame and guilt. The little boy of 6 now feels guilty
about touching his penis, and the little gith feels shame In showing her naked

body in public. Frend posits a latency period from around the age of 7 to puberty,

‘ a stage during which boys and girls repress their sexuality and prefer to keep

‘ company with peers of their own gender. Finally, with puberty begins the
genital stage and the reemergence of sexual idenity. Boys and girls develop an.

3 interest in the opposite seX.

K Closely tied with psychosexual development 15 P€
Freud’s developmental model conceives of struggle b
of the individual and the normative system of society. In the fist stage
personality is centcred on the id and driven by the pleasure principle, mstant
gratification being the goal. As the parents of any g-month-old will confirm,
babies are quick to express dissatisfaction when their needs are not instantly sat-
isfied. But soon the infant learns that the external world has certain limitations,
reality sets i1, and an ego evolves, shaped by the reality principle. Finally, the nor-
stem of the external world becomes internalized in the shperego- A con- .

mative sy
science develops,like a Tittle police officer inside the person. Civilization has won.

Thus individuals begin life kicking, screaming, and demanding that thelr
tinctive desires be instantly satisfied, but they are gradually socialized
5. Of course our self-.

rsonality development.
etween the instinctive

desires

basic ins
o control their urges and to conform to societal norm
centered urges and antisocial wishes do not just go away; they are pushed back -
from conscious experience to become part of the unconscious. Even though
we are not conscious of such repressed urges and wishes, they continue €0 in- -
fiuence our behavior. Consequently, we aré often not aware of what Wwe are
doing or why we behave the way we do, and in this sense humans develop into -
irrational beings-

Becoming civilized comes at a cost, but there are also benefits. The individ
ual conforms O societal expectations about correct behavior but at the same
fime gains the support and companionship of others. In a sense, the process O
developrient involves the negotiation of a social contract between each indt
vidual and society, personalized for each of us.The costs and benefits of fhis
social contract can be different for each individual. In some cases the costs are

extremely high and the benefits relatively little, as is the case when individuals
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fail to progress successfully through the psychosexual stages and consequently
experience psychelogical problems as adults.

m Piaget's Construction of Universal Cognitive Stages While Freud’s main influ-
ence has been on the way we now perceive personality development, 50 with
terms such as ego having become part of everyday language, modern ideas
about cognitive development have been particularly influenced by the Swiss
psychologist Jean Piaget. [ike Freud’s model, Piaget’s posits a stepwise progres-
sion. However, whereas Freud’s main focus is on the internal struggles of per-
sons and the development of irrationality, Piaget’s main concern Is the quality
of rational thinking, as well as the kind of knowledge, achieved at each devel-
opmental stage. The focus on performance capacity—how well tasks are car-
ried out by independent individuals—is clearly evident in Piaget’s model. Dur-
ing the sensorimotor stage, from birth to about 18 months, the world is
experienced mostly through motor responses to sensory stimuli. According to
Piaget, the infant is aware only of what is immediately visible. Lack of “object
permanence’” is assumed because infants rypically do not look for cbjects that
are placed out of sight. At around 18 months the infant enters the preopera-
tional stage, which lasts until about age 7. Characteristic of this stage is a lack
of the concept of conservation, the jdea that objects can be rearranged and
shaped differently but still retain certain essential properties such as weight and
volume. For example, a piece of clay remains the same weight even when its
shape is changed from round to flat. As suggested by the label for this stage, the
preoperational child also lacks operations, the ability to reverse mental pro-
cesses. For example, 5-year-old Jill reports that she has a brother, David, but
when asked if David has a sister, she replies “no.” From age 7 to 11, the child is
in the stage of concrete operations, where the primary limiting characteristic

" is an inability to manipulate symbols and zbstract concepts. This Hmitation is

overcome in the final stage of formal operations, starting around age 11.

& Kohlberg’s Construction of Universals in Mora! Development Piaget’s model fo-
cuses on progress in cognitive ability, without specific concern for how well
children reason about right and wrong. Lawrence Kohlberg proposes that
development in moral thinking also progresses in stages. At the first and most
basic level, the preconventional stage, individuals tend to reason in reference to
punishments and rewards (e.g.,"T will not steal because I will be caught and
punished”). Individuals who move up to a second, conventional, stage reason
morafly in reference to societal norms (e.g., “1 will not steal because it 15
against the law™). In the postconventional or principled stage, moral reasoning
is guided by fundamental principles (e.g-, “T will not steal because it is against

‘my principles”). Not everyone advances to the highest, principled stage of
: moral thinking,
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Erikson’s Construction of Stages Across the Life Span Among the developmental
madels that have steempted to covVer the entire life span and make distinctions
between stages even in the adult years, Erik Erikson’s has been the most inflo-
ential, Erikson conceives of eight main stages in development, with each stage
characterized by particular social and emotional struggles. The internal struggles
of the infant center on trust and relate to a need for a stable, predictable social
world. At ages 2 and 3, the main struggle is between autonomy and doubt, as the
infant tries to do things independently but constantly requires the help of oth-
ers. From age 3 to 6, the child struggles with initiative versus guilt, wanting to
be good but feeling guilty about doing bad things. Between age 6 and 12, com-
petitiveness becomes stronger and the main struggle 1s between industry and
inferiority, as the child asks “How successful am 13" During the carly teens, the
struggle for identivy rakes center stage, s the individual tries to develop a satis-
factory personal identity. In the late teens and early 20s, the young adult experi-
ences conflicts between intimacy and isolation, wanting to be with a parnet
but fearing failure and isolation. In the middle adult years, from the late 20s to
retirement, a sruggle between generativity and stagnation. doruinates, as indi-
viduals strive to be cnccessfal at work and in family life. In the final stage of life,
during the senior years, individuals experience conflict between €30 integrity
and despair, looking back on earlier suCCESSES and failures and asking themselves
if they have fulfilled dheir potentials or been failures.

In conclusion, then, the main way of viewing developrnent in CONLEIRPO-
rary Western societies has been as 2 stepwise progression.- Freud, Erikson,
Piaget, and Kohlberg, among others, have put forward different models, each
claiming that the stages, the sequernce, and the tming of their models are uni-
versal, with all bumans going through the same developmental stages, in the
same order, and m girpilar but not jdentical nme periods.The search for uni-
versals has been associated with a neglect of context and culture, although their
importance is often mentioned in passing by these and other developmental
researchers. '

Stage models have acquired the role of carriers, matching and Supporting |
the ideal of self-contained individualism that is particularly pervasive i
the United States. Such models, purportedly scientific and objective, ar¢
concerned with performance capacity. In actuality, they are themselves social’

constructions.

Rethinking the Stage Models

“ And one man in his ime plays many parts/Flis acts being seven ages - - 7S¢
goes a famous speech in Wiliam Shakespeare’s As You Like It (11, vil, 139) that
puts forward what in modern terms is a SAES model of life-span developmett
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The stages in Shakespearc’s model are (1) infancy, with the infant “Mewling
and puking in the nurse’s arms™; (2) early childhood, when the schoolboy with
“shining morning face” creeps “Jike snail/Unwillingly to school”; {3) the
veenage years, with the adolescent preoccupied with romantic love and “Sigh-
ing like furnace”; (4} young adulthood, when the person is rash and hot-
headed, “Jealous in honour, sudden and quick in quarrel/Seeking the bubble
reputation”; (5) middle age, with the person “In £ir round belly with good
capon lin’d . . ./Full of wise saws and modern instances”; (6) old age, marked
by “lean and slipper'd pantaloon/With spectacles on nose and pouch on side,”
2 “shrunk shank,” and voice “Turning again towards childish treble”; and (7)
senility, “second childishness, and mere oblivion.”

Shakespeare’s “stage model” is every bit as convincing as those of Freud,
Piaget, Kohlberg, or Frikson, and yet there is something importantly different
about it: Shakespeare’s model is not considered to be based on scientific studies
or to represent a cuiture-free depiction of universal, hierarchical stages in
human development. '

Shakespeare is clearly a Western writer, and his work is part of the Western
canon. When he discusses the “whining schoolboy™ or the justice’s “beard of
formal cut,” it is generally accepted that he is referring to culture-bound char-
scteristics that belong to a particular time and place.Various other “stage mod-
els” are listed in The Oxford Book of Aging, from authors with ties to Chinese,
Ttalian, Native American, and other cultural traditions. Like Shakespeares
model, these would not be claimed to be universal characteristics, but rather
cultural constructions.

This is very different from claims made about the models of Freud, Piaget,
Kohlberg, and Erikson. These models have been put forward as accurate for
oIl humankind, and the assumption has been that they match “empirical” evi-
dence gathered from different cultures around the world. But the developmental
models of Freud and Erikson are in practice very difficult to test empirically,
because they are too vague and nonspecific. They are what the philosopher of
science Karl Popper would describe as nonfalsifiable. The models of Piaget and
Kohlberg are more specific and easier to test, with the result that there is 2
more serious attempt to decide the merits of these models on the basis of
empirical research. However, in order to propetly assess the stage models, it s
usefial to take a step back and critically evaluate their assumptions.

The stage models explicitly or implicitly depict the individual as self-
regulating and independent: self-regulating in the sense that the timing and
nature of growth are assumed to be controlled by internal clocks, and indepen-
dent because the causes of behavior are assumed to be within individuals. The
image created is that of a plant or animal that grows in stages, with each stage
predetermined by biolegical properties—rather like a caterpillar that eats and
gets fat, spins itself into a cocoon, then emerges as a moth. The task of the
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cesearcher becomes O0¢ of studying the properties of the particular organism

in order recognize the exact timing of each stage of growth, a5 well as the
possibilities and limitations of the orgarmism 2t the different developmental

stages.

The self-regulating, independent model of individuals has been further

popularized by simplistic interpretadons of research on the genetic basis of
behavior. For example, the research of Jerome Kagan was interpreted, particu-
Jarly in the 1970s and 1980s, 23 demonstrating that shyness and other personal-
ity characteristics axe inherited. In following 500 children for several decades,
Kagan found that by their second birthday about 15 to 20 percent were shy

pfamiliar, whereas about 25 to 30 percent Were bold risk-

and wary of the B
rakers. These differences were explained by Leference to differences in neuro-
National

chemistry; and Jmimal research by Stephen Suomi and others 3t the

Institute of Child Health and Human Development put the spotlight more
specifically on the role of serotonin, But by the 1990s, 2 MOLE sober assessment
wras being made, with increased recogmition that children are not locked into 2

genetic destiny and that the brain 18 shaped by experiences rather than being

“fyed” at birth. Both puman and animal research shows that the fate of a child
£ parenting——

“porn shy cat change dramatically through differert types O
growing up t0 be an INNOVAIVE leader if supported by especially sensitive par-
ents ot becoming poor ¥ adjusted if purdened by poorly skilled parents. The
“Biological destiny” of children can be dramatically altered by early experiences, such as
parenting style and type of family interactions.

In reading the latest research 00 the influence of the environment on brain
and behavior, O1€ has a strong Sensé ihat the pendulum is starting to swing
back from simplistic genetic determinism and that in some ways the wheel
is being reinvented. While the evidence dernonstrating the impact of envi-
ronmental conditions 15 novel, particularly that derived from neuroscience
research, the basic message is well known. The pivotal role of the environment
in development Was demonstrated decades ago 10 classic animal regearch, such
as Harry Harlow’s studies demnonstrating abnormalities and impairment n
a2dult monkey behavior as & result of environmental deprivation i the eatdy
ental years. Monkeys who had been deprived of social and emotional
support as youngster had severe difficulties in their relationships with other =

monkeys a8 odults. The role of the enviromment has also been Jemonstrated

repeatedly by tragic ceal-life examples of environmental deprivation in humans,

from historical cases, such as The wild Boy of Aveyront discovered 1iving in
the woods and brought t0 Paris in 1800, to more contemporary cases, siuch 2
the severely deprived children discovered m orphanages Jfier the collapse of
Nicolae Ceausescit’s dictatorship i1 Romania 1 1989.

Although at least some stage theotists have acknowledged the tote of
the environment, in practice the enviromment has been almost completely

developm
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neglected, with the entire: focus of stage models remaining on the self-
regulated, independent individual. In particular, the focus has been on perfor-
mance capacity, This is most obvious when we consider how individuals have
been tested to determine their developmental stage. Such testing has focused
on what individuals can do strictly on their own, rather similar to the typical exam-
ination situation in schoals.

Perhaps we should not be surprised that researchers have tried to measure
developmental growth in the same way that individuals are tested in school
examinations; after all, such researchers are themselves a product of an aca-
demic culture and take as normative the way of life of the academy. But what
individuals can achieve on their own can be very different from what they can
achieve through interactions with others, and in everyday life individuals do
not live in isolation; they typically carry out tasks through interactions with
others. Fortunately, some researchers have attended to this issue. Before turning
to such research, however, it is useful to make more explicit the wider implica-
tions of the stage models.

Tike all carriers, stage models of human development can perform a sustain-

ing and stabilizing function in the context of the wider social order. Specifi-
cally, stage models help keep the focus on the characteristics of the individual
child and away from the characteristics of the socia} and physical environment
in which the child develops. For example, in debates about the quality of
child care and the possible role of federal and Jocal governments in providing
high-quality care, stage models keep the focus on individual rather than envi-
1 ronmental characteristics.
1. Hven the stage models of Erikson and Piaget, which make some effort to
take into consideration the context of development, ultimately depict develop-
ment as progressing in a stepwise manner, with the sequence of steps being
universal. The assumption of universality necessarily means that the environ-
ment becomes of secondary importance. Otherwise, how could we predict
that individuals growing up in Bombay, Athens, San Francisco, and the jungles
of northern Brazil will experience the same stages of development?

Beyond Stage Models

" Despite lip service to environmental factors and social context, then, the
- developmental models most influential in Western socicties have focused on
. the performance capacities of individuals, treating the person as a self-regulating
_and independent entity. Edward Sampson has pointed out that what he terms
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“oclfcontained individualism” is part and parcel of a wider ideology pervad-
ing important aspects of Western capitalist societies, including psychology and
other knowledge domains. This ideology highlights self-help and mdividual
responsibility, and it sees the causes of behavior as internal to individuals (e.g.,
“The reason a disproportionate number of African Americans are poot and
without health insurance is because they are not talented and hardworking,
and the reason why some people are rich is because they are talented and
hardworking”) rather than external to them (e.g., “The reason a dispro-
portionate number of African Americans are poor and without health insur-
ance has to do with the legacy of slavery and continued racial and economic
discrimination’).

Self-contained individualism, the model of himans as self-regulated and
independent, has also fundamentally influenced the kinds of research that have
thrived both in Western societies and, through exportation from the West, in
most non-Western societies. For example, one reason that cognitive neuro-
science, the study of the biology of the mind, has become increasingly influen-
tial in Western societies since the late 1970s is its perfect fit with the ideology
of self-regulated and independent individuals. Cogritive peuroscience is based
on teductionism coupled with causal determinism. The reducto-causal thesis
asserts that, (1) human behavior is best explained by reference 0 the smallest
unit possible, (2) human behavior is causally determined, and (3) the causes of
human behavior are reducible to biological processes. The mind is treated as an
encapsulated, self-contained entity that acts as an independent source of
thoughts and cause of actions. in response to the question “What is the mind?”
cognitive neuroscience points to isolated individuals and more specifically to
their brain activity.

Certainly cognitive neuroscience can play 2 role in clarifying the minimal
biological conditions for the development of thought and action. This enables
us to make statements such as: “1f section X of the brain is damaged, then
Y-type thought and action are impaired. ‘When section X is normal, then
Y-type thought and action are possible.” But in order to understand Y-type
thought and action when they take place, it is necessary to examine social
behavior and the collaborative construction of meaning I cultural context. This
leads us to focus on what [ have termed performance style: the meaning of
behavior, rather than just performance capacity, the tasks isolated individuals
are capable of performing by working on their own. :

Similarly, the tremendous ifluence of Piaget on modern research in Burope
and North America undoubtedly has to do with Piaget’s adoption of the
model of individuals as self-regulated and independent entities. In the Piaget-
ian tradition, the focus is on what isolated persons can do by thernselves and -
how individuals” internal, dispositional characteristics will move them from -
one level of thinking to another according to 2 tfimetable set by 2 universal
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biclogical clock. As with the other influential stage models of Freud, Kohlberg,
Erikson, and others, the Piagetian tradition gives insufficient attention to how
interactional processes involving the individual and others give rise to new
individual capabilities as well as meaning construction.

The Zone of Proximal Development

A very useful concept in this connection is Lev Vygotsky’s notion of a zone of
proximal development, the difference between what a child can achieve on his or
her own and what the child can achieve through collaboration with other
children or adults. Typically, children can perform better on tasks though col-
laboration with others. For example, the 5-year-old child retelling the tale of
the Frog Prince can do a lot better when an adult provides hints and reminders
. about the story. This is how 2 conversation with my 5-year-old daughter went:

Me: So now I told you a bedtime story, Will you tell me one?

Nikoo: Do I have to? T want you to tell me another story . . . another story, daddy.

Me: It's only fair you tell me a story now. Im tired, I need a story to go to sleep.
Nikoo: All vight, I'll tell you a story.

Me: The Frog Prince. You know that story, don’t you?

Nikoo: I don’t know that oue.

Me: Oh yes you do. Remember this picture (I show her a book with pictures of the

story).
Nikoo: A frog did somcthing good for a princess, then she had to take him howe.

Me: And did she wani (o do that?

Nikoo: No, she didn’t. But her father and mother told her she had to.

Me: And did she take the frog to the dining table?

Nikoo: Yes, and she kad to feed the frag and it was horrible.

Me: Then what?

Nikoa: She was very tired,

Me: Did she go to bed?

Nikoo: She went to bed and she had to take the frog.

Me: And where did she put the frog?

- {Nikoo says nothing.)

- Me: Did she put the frog on the floor?

Nikso: The frog jusaped on her bed.

Me: What happened next?

Nikoo: She had to kiss the fiog goodnight and the frog changed into a prince.
"Me: How did that happen?

Nikoo: A wicked witch had done it to him. A princess had to kiss the frog to save the prince.
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P In this kind of process, the child is able to do alot beteer through the support -
- of another person.V’ygotsky likened this process to scaffolding, the temporary
= supports that are used in building construction. As a new building rises from the '
ground, scaffolding is used to support the structure; then when the building 1
complete, the scaffolding is removed. After relating the story of the Frog Prince
with my collaboration, Iy daughter could tell it better on her oW

_ it is not just that children can do more through social interactions but
5 that what they do through social interactions becomes different. For example,

' research shows that gender differences in behavior are often not revealed when
gitls and boys are studied in isolation. Tndividual girls and boys tend to behave
in very similar ways. However, when boys and girls are together, their social -
behavior is markedly different. Girls tend to play with girls and boys with boys.
Also, girls in their groups are more cooperative, more likely to take turns, less
competitive, and physically less aggressive. Thus essential characteristics of male
and fernale behavior are collaboratively constructed and have to be studied in social
settings because they only arise in such settings.

Carriers, Activity, and Devetopment

] have pointed out two Jimitations in the way we have construed development.
First, despite lip service being given to the role of environment, individaals
have been conceptualized as self-regulating and independent entities. This 1§ in
part because of the influence of the stage models and in part because of the
more tecent influence of a simplistic form of genetic determinism. Together,
these factors have shaped a view of the developing individual as encapsulated,
moving through developmental stages according to a preset genetic program.
Only in the late 1990s and early 2000s did 2 corrective come about with the
publication of more sophisticated biological accounts, such as Paul Ehrlichs
Fluman Natures. Second, litde attention has been given t© children’s collabora-
tive construction of social life. When children interact with others, the result 18
something genuinely new. Studies of boys and girls in isolation do not tell us
all that happens when boys and girls come to play together or when they in-
reract with adults. I other words, the whole is more than the sum of its parts.
This is particularly true because fundamentally important features of the larger
social world, such as gender roles, ethnicity, social class, and the like, manifest
themselves most clearly in collective life; they are less evident or eVen invisible

when individuals are examined in isolation.
Let us now turn to an essential but neglected feature of socialization—the
activities children learn to participate in and the carriers influencing them.

In referring to activities, my cOncern is not so much the cognitive aspects d
children’s undesstanding and memorization of activities—as the taking on 9
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activities as skilled performance; For example, learning to participate in singing
the national anthem and respecting the flag. Of course, such activities involve
memory and other aspects of cognition, but more than that, they involve
becoming skilled performers in a set of behaviors—learning how to show
respect for the flag by standing straight, looking up at the flag, singing with
emotion, and so on. Moreover, these activities involve the appropriation of car-
riers—the incorporation of what a flag stands for, why it is something to fight
for or even die for.

Childhood is a period when the carriers of a culture first become appropri-
ated, and in this way the individual becomes “a person” according to the rules
and norms of a particular culture. For example, in Islamic societies girls at the
age of 9 start wearing a veil and learning the fundamentally important mean-
ing of the veil in Islamic culture. During interviews with women about the
veil, T discovered that most Western women interpret the Islamic veil using
the rhetoric of rights, as in “It is the right of womien to be free from such lirn-
itations.” Indeed, more educated (and typically more Westernized) women in
Islamic societies have a similar attitude, emphasizing the rights of individuals.
However, many women who wear the veil in Islamic societies have learned to
interpret the veil using the rhetoric of duties, as in “Tt is the duty of a woman
to cover herself and be modest and dignified.”

Such differences in interpretations are learned from a very early age, proba-
bly from the very first year of life. Just as Little girls in Western societies tend to
try on their mother’s high-heeled shoes and apply lipstick, little pirls in Islamic
societies try on veils and imitate the mannerisms of their mothers and elder
sisters. In each society, self-presentation in the public domain is learned in rela-
* tion to carriers: The veil represents important values that majority powers want
- to uphold in some societies, just as a woman's wearing trousers represents i~
© portant values that majority powers want to uphold in other societies.

* " One cannot overemphasize that these developmental processes, through
- which carriers are approptiated by the young, involve action as well as cogni-
“-tion, the learning of skilled behavior—"“how to do things correctly”’—not
 just abstract ideas. The rights and duties relating to the veil are not learned
. abstractly, but rather as part of a concrete set of skilled behaviors, with the
veiled little girl learning through practice how to negotiate her way through
her society, presenting herself in a manner deemed appropriate by others in her
society, Of course, there are instances in which an individual knows how to be-
- have correctly according to a set of rules and norms but chooses not to do so.
For example, in Islamic societies some women have fully recognized the power
of the veil as a carrier of certain traditional gender roles and attempted to
‘teject it and the traditions it symbolizes.

Similarly, individuals who can articulate principles of morality and apply
“such principles in solving abstract dilemmas may in practice take very different
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courses of action. This highlights another major flaw in the Kohlbergian |
research tradition on mioral development—the focus on abstract moral teason-

. . . Sl
ing rather than sctual behavior, A person may solve a moral dilermma one way r
|

in the abstract but behave very differently when actually faced with the same

type of moral dilemma in practice. This was driven home for me recenty
when a female student I know who is strongly pro-life in principle decided in
practice to have an hortion. Interestingly, even after having an abortion, she ‘
continued to argue for a pro-life position as being good for society in general.
But 1 have also come across other individuals who are strongly pro-choice
when the choice is to be made by others but admit that they would not have
an sbortion if it were their own unplanned child. -
{ now want to turn to another kind of gap, one betwee
structed world of children and that of adults, which again highlights cultural
rather than biological limitations in 2 purely top-down view of individual-

society integration.

1 the socially con-

e e

The Margin of Generationa! Development :

The view that development is fundamentally shaped by social context and the
larger culture has a danger associated with it, that of leading to a top~down'
view of individual-society integration, with individual behavior being viewed
a5 causally determined by larger societal processes and the larger socially con-
structed wotld of adults. Obviously, we must avoid the lure of this overly sim-

plistic top-down view.
But what prevents development from being shaped simply through a top- .3

down process? Certainty, biological limitations and what I have termed perfor-. .
mmance Capacity are influential. The performance capacities of 1-year-old children |
fundamentally limit the ways in which large-scale societal characteristics can ;
shape them. One-year-olds do not have the minimum performance capacities
required for abstract thinking, for example. No matter how the social context :
might be reorganized, it would not be possible for 1-year-olds to overcome thjs
performance-capacity Jimitation and to think abstractly. But I want to highlight |
features of the socially constructed world of children that also serve as a limita-

tion on top-down, societal-to-individual influences. It is useful at this point t0

s the margin of generational development, the extent
ly the rules

The world
t evell:
h such

sntroduce a concept I refer to a

of the difference between the cultural world of children, particular
and norms regulating their behavior, and the cultural world of adults
of adults represents the practical limitations within which children mus
tually conform and tive, but childhood represents a period during whic
practical limitations can to sOme extent be sidestepped.
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ian There are two things we should first clarify about the cultural world of chil-
M- dren, which consists not only of norms and rules appropriate for children but )
vay " also children’s games, stories, rituals, special rules, fantasies, and so on. First, this
me world has features that continue from generation to generation of children,
itly separate and independent from the adult world There are rhymes and games
bin that young children have passed on without the intervention of adults. Children
she who pass on these thymes and games seldom remember them when they have
ral. themselves become adults. My 11-year-old daughter does not remember the -
ice thymes and riddles that she knew as a 5-year-old and that she helped to pass b
ave on to the next generation of 5-year-olds. She will only come across these rhymes
and games again if and when she herself has a 5-year-old daughter who tells : y
SN her about these aspects of a child’s culture. :
1ral A second point about the culture of children is that its rules and norms
lal- range from being very similar to to being very different from those applicable

to adults. It is not the case that the intervention of adults makes this margin :
smaller and brings the cultures of children and adults closer together. Let me -
clarify this point through an example, one that concerns a pervasive practice in '
many Western and some non-Western cultures.

George and David are two 4-year-olds playing together in a playground.

the |  There is only one toy racing car,and George is playing with it. David grabs the
wn |  carand wants to put Batman in it. George reacts by grabbing the car, and soon i'
wed the boys are shouting at each other. The mothers of both boys intervene by :
on- telling them chat they “have to share.” This is a faitly common. norm—that ' ' LN
im- |  children should share toys when they are playing with one another. George L .

- protests to his mother, “But it’s oy car, I want to play with it!” His mother still : ‘
op- |  insists that he share his car with David, or else she will take George back home.
for- | In playgrounds, in day-care cente:s, in homes, in just about all contexts :__
lren |  where young children play with one another, it is normative for adults to tell b .
can §  them they have to share toys, even if it is their own toy. Even when a visiting :
ities | child wants to play with a favorite toy of a host, who is safely ensconced in his
text .} orher own home territory, the adult admonition to the protesting host is,"You .
this §  have to share!” '
tght Fast-forward to 20 years later, when George and David are 24-year-olds. I p
ita- [ Now the rules have changed very dramatically. George drives a sports car, but )
tto F  nobody around him suggests that he has to share his sports car with David.
ent | Quite the opposite; now the emphasis is on private ownership and the prop- ’
ales £ erty rights of the individual. When we are told that “this car belongs to o
ordd E George” our expectation is nof that he will share it with others his age. This '
en- k15 exactly the opposite of what happened when he was 4. Thus the margin of

uch generational development in this domain is very wide, with the norms and ' L

rules for children being fundamentally different from those for adults.
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The margin of generational development does not depend on biological
performance—capacity features of children. On the contrary, it depends entirely
on cultural performance-style features. We can imagine 2 very different type of
social organization, however, 0n¢ in which adults share cars and other goods
but children have exclusive use of everything belonging t© them personally.

omment

PR

Concluding C

The traditional stage models of development, together with simplistic genetic
explanations, have acted as carriers, sustaining 2 view of individuals as self-
regulated and independent. Such a viewpoint is also strengthened by experimen-
wal techniques that examine individuals in isolation and focus on performance
capacity, the range of things isolated individuals can achieve. However, in Tecent
years greater attention has been given to persons a8 cultural beings, collabora-
tively constructed through participation in collective life, and thus there is now
more focus on performance style. This social perspective highlights the role of
carriers as well as the co-construction and appropriation of meaning.

The larger world that the child enters is characterized by extreme inequali-
tes of resources, and the major carriers that the child encounters act (o sustain
inequalities and strengthen the continuity of the existing social order. “Devel-
opmental science” has in large patt helped maintain the status quo, endorsing
an account of performance that views the individual and personal characteris-
tics as the “causes” of life outcomes. This pervasive individualism undermines
the influence of even those social scientists who do make greater efforts to
strengthen intervention programs designed to Improve the environmental con-
ditions of economically deprived children. Fven though we krow that children
born into poverty have velatively little chance of climbing up the ladder of suc-
cess (of course, a much-glorified few do make it to the top), the larger cultural
climate and value systerl insist that we consider each individual in isolation
and apart from the environment.
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Eveén ds a litde £ il ] : __a_ﬁlvgays trying so hard to do the right
thing. Shefwis glv\:'jay eatiar de,‘siiigé"tn say “please” and “thapk you” at the
appropriate"’ltlﬁiqé.'. In first grade she ‘got the prize for being “the most helpful
person in the class,” and ‘often the boys teased her by calling her “geacher’s pet”
i : because she helped the teacher clean up the classroom. It was not just that she
wanted to help—she wanted to do what she thought her teachers and parents
wanted her to do.

One day when she was in second grade, her teacher read the class an Faster
story about a fittle girl who wore yellow clothes and played with yellow chicks
and looked after them when their mother hen died. Jill decided that she should
go to school in yellow clothes the next day. She put on 2 yellow pair of pants
and yellow socks but could not find a yellow shirt. She cried so much that her
mother eventually went out and bought a yellow T-shirt so Jill could go to
school in a completely vellow outfit. Everyone thought it amusing when Jill
came to class wearing ail yellow, but the teacher still did not recognize the
huge influence she had exerted on Jilt. Just by seeming to say that girls should
wear yellow for Baster, the teacher had led Jill to go to 2 lot of trouble to do
what she thought she was supposed to do. No matter how much Jill's parents
tried to change ber mind, the idea that she should wear yellow for Baster had
sunk in and would not be dislodged easily.

Jill was pleasant and helpful around the house. Her parents were always suz-
prised at how she did things without having to be told, at least directly. After
: the age of 8, she rarely had to be reminded to tidy up her room. She was also
! fairly good at keeping clean and brushing her teeth and hair. Her mother
(EAE would say, “Till is just naturally ady. She was born different from her brother
David. Thats just the way it is. Jill likes dolls, and David likes cars and trucks

and guns. They were born like that”
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When Jill was 4 years old, her mother had entered her into a “talent and
beauty pageant.”The event was intended to raise money for worthy causes, and
it was not supposed to be taken seriously. But as often happens in such situa-
fions, the parents became very competitive and the lictle girls came to under-
stand that they really were supposed to be competing against one another
and that the only thing that really mattered was to win. Jill did well in a num-
ber of the talent areas, particularly the painting, and when it came fo the
beauty parade she was doing fine until the announcer jokingly said she should
lose some weight. Jill was actually of medium build and only a little above
average weight, but her nickname in the family became “mbby” This nick-
name stuck to her right through elementary school and even in middle school.

Jill's mother was fairly heavily built. Although she did not carry much fat,
her large frame and stocky looks meant that she was far removed from the
long-legged, super-slim fashion models typically shown on the covers of glossy
magazines since the late 1960s.

Jill’s mother was always either on 2 diet, or planning to be on a diet, or in~
tending to find out about a new “magic diet,” or asking other people about
their diets. She was constantly saying,“The last thing [ want is to get fat like my
mother” She would get into 2 bad mood if the scale showed she had gained a
few pounds but would become elated when she lost a few pounds and one of
her diets actually seemed to work for a while. To be around Jill'’s mother was to
associate happiness with weight loss.

It was when Jill was a 7-year-old in second grade that she first consciously
thought about dieting. A medical doctor, the mother of one of her classmates,
made a presentation to her class about the food pyramid and the importance of
cating the right kinds of things. She put a Tot of stress on the importance of
weight and how everyone should be careful to not gain too much weight. “1t is
never too early to start thinking about thesc things,” the doctor had said at the
end of her talk, “carrying too much fat is bad at any age.” Jill looked around the
class and noticed that other kids were looking at her. She became worried that
the other kids saw her as fat, Being “overweight” was a kind of iliness, the doc-
tor seemed to be telling her class.

When she went home after school that day, she took even more note of her
own mother’s talk about her diet and her need to shed pounds. When Jii
watched television or looked through magazines, she noticed that the heroines
or models were almost always thin, Successful women, whether they were
politicians, sports stars, television personalities, Tock singers, OF just about any-
thing else, were slim. At schoal, the most popular kids were slim. There were
very few fat people to look up to. Jill did not go out of her way to find out
about these issues, and she seldom asked anybody about weight and eating and
diets and related matters, but the information reached her nonetheless.
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et seven inches tall, and her weight had

reached 130 pounds. She worried more and more about her weight, and

cal times she ried to follow 2 diet, using her mother’s latest diet fad a3 2
Je of eating 2 lot for a few days, then

ght went up to 140 pounds, and when.
ok a dramatic turn for the worse. For

By the age of 14, Jill was five fe

seve
guide. She started to experience a Cyc

crash-dieting for a week or so. Her wei

she reached age 15, her eating habits to
the first few months her family did not notice any change. Jill had for several
here was nothing upusual in her being

years talked about “being on a diet,”so t

picky about food. But this time there was something different in that she actit-

ally did seem to be fosing a lot of weight.
At first Jill's family were very supportive

ure” in glowing terrms. Her nickname change

and talked about her new “slim fig-
d from “tubby” to “supermo del”

But when her weight kept going down, they eventually became concerned
that she should eat more. Jill insisted that <he was eating, but because the fam-~

ily seldom had meals together, it was difficult to monitor her diet. By the time
of her 16th birthday, Jill's weight had gone down o 30 pounds. She found it
difficult to eat—or to even sit at 2 wable when other people were eating.

Although she was skin and bones, she stll described herself as being “too fat”
When her family finally persuaded her to submit to a medical checkup, her

doctor diagnosed Jill as anorexic.

which I did over a period of a week. As you pro-
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Try the following eXercise,
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ideal beauty reach you in one way or ano
and magazines you read, on televisio
on news stands you pass by, on movie posters, in
malls—just about everywhere you go during the course of a normal day. Int the
course of only one week, I cecorded being bombarded by 1,723 such images
(1,451 of them were images of female beauty). In almost every ¢ase, the ideal
of beauty confronting me was Very slim, particularly in the case of women.
Whereas prior to the 1960s the ideal of ferninine beauty tended to be de-
scribed as “buxom” and “full-figured,” since then the ideal has dramatically
shifted toward thinness. This well_articulated image is being advertised by 2
highly powerful and international mass media. There is no escaping the mes-

sage that “thin i beautiful” certainly not in Western societies and increasingly .
not even in non-We hinness exists in tension
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stern societies, But this ideal of £
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with two other trends: (1) More people now have access to more food, and
(2) the mass media are also attempting to persuade people to consume more.

Consumers Should Be Thin, but They Should Also Eat More

To grow up in a Western society is to learn to want to control one’s weight.
Central to this desire for weight control is an ambivalence toward food. On the
one hand, food is relatively cheap and easily available, and there is an enormous
focus on the joys of cocking and eating. But on the other hand, food has be-
come “dangerous” and “public enemy number one.” Food is associated with
poor health and even death.

At the same time as Western beanty ideals for women and increasingly for
men turn toward a “waif” look, and as these ideals spread to different popula-
tions in the West and around the world, the focus on food and eating also in-
creases. Associated with this seemingly paradoxical situation is a dramatic in-
crease in eating disorders, particularly among women in societies that are
cither Western or strongly influenced by Western values. In the United States
and other immigrant-receiving societies, cating disorders increase among im-
migrant groups as they become more integrated into the adopted societies.

“] need to lose weight” has become one of our most repeated phrases, and it
is one of the first things immigrants learn. Dieting has become 2 collective ob-
session that is associated with an increasing dissatisfaction with our own physi-
cal appearance. In the United States in the easly 1970s, about 75 percent of
women and 85 percent of men reported being satisfied overall with their bod-
ies, but by the late 1990s only 44 percent of women and 57 percent of men
were satisfied. A similar decline in the number of people satisfied with their
weight has occurred, so that now only about 34 percent of women and 48 per-

- cent of men are satisfied with their weight.

Even a cursory glance at magazine racks tells us that meodern societies are
obsessed with weight loss. Every glossy magazine has at least one section on
weight, with headlines inviting us to be part of the weight-watch challenge:
OPRAH LOSES 20 LBS! SPICE GIRLS ON SECRET DIET! ELvIS PUT ON 50 LBS IN
HIS LAST MONTH OF LIFE! FANTASTIC NEW DIET CAN WORK WONDERS FOR YOU!
Advertisements for different “new” diets jump at us from television screens and
. computer monitors, from radios and billboards, and from countless other
sources, so even if we do not look at magazines there really is no escape. T he
weight-watch industry has grown to be all-encompassing, and its message of
“give us your money and we will make you slim” is ever present.
© But the weight-watch industry would not have become so phenomenally
‘successful had it not been for the supportive role of the medical profession. In
“addition to the aesthetic advantage being slim has come to have since the
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1960s, there has emerged 2 Strong CONSENsUs AmMONg those in the health care
industry to the effect that being slim is healthy. According to one set of “offi~
cial statistics” on the matter, one out of every three ULS. adults over the age
of 25 is overweight. Another esamate, produced by the National Institutes of
Healith in 1998, states that 55 percent of the U.S. adult population is over-
weight. When we ook into the definition of overweight, it means being more
than 20 percent over one’s ideal body weight. This sounds like the last word,
antil we ask what exactly is meant by “ideal” body weight. On closer inspec-
tion, we discover that the term ideal is anything but scientific because the
cutoff for what is “overweight” is a cultural one, based on contemporary taste
rather than on any objective criteria. Despite this, the idea of “ideal weight” is
very powerful; it moves people to try to change themselves, sometimes
through drastic measures such as not eating, or eating and vomiting to purge
oneself of food.

Eating disorders do not involve only decreasing food intake and losing
weight. At the other extreme, some individuals eat such enormous amonnts
that it becomes impossible to burn off the calories taken into their bodies.
They become obese, sometimes putting on hundreds of pounds! Given the
contemporary focus on weight loss, how is it that some individuals eat far too
much? This tends to occur much more in the United States than in other
Western societies, such as France, poinfing to a major role for cultural factors
in weight issues. [n order to unravel the mystery, a first step is to consider the
evolutionary path humans have traveled.

Why Changing Weight Gan Sometimes Seem as Difficuit as
Changing the Past

During almost all of our evolutionary past, our ancestors struggled to find suf-
ficient food to keep themselves alive. Lacking efficient ways to store food, they
had to eat whenever the opportunity arose. Fruit, berries, meat, and every
other edible thing was devoured on the spot. Our ancestors had to develop
fairly accurate ideas about what was good to eat, and along the way they
jearned to like sweet and fatty substances, which provided them with econom-

ical sources of energy. They could not afford to pass up the chance of eating the -

fat of an animal they had killed, because there was no telling when the next
successfid kill would take place. If they managed to find honey, sweet fruits, or

any other sugary substance, they had to eat as much as they could and then
move on. They might go weeks or even months without having access to meat
or honey again. In the meantime, it was imperative for them to have enough
energy to weather the harshness of outdoor life—to be ready to hunt again

-
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when the opportunity arose or to run away from dangerous animals and other
threats in the environment.

Thus the life of our hunter-gatherer ancestors over the last 100,000 years
for the most part involved a battle with hunger. Although some have argued
that “Stone Age economics” was associated with less hazsh living conditions
than is popularly believed, the food supply tended to be unpredictable and

often insufficient to feed everyone in the group adequately. One indication of

the harsh conditions is that life expectancy 10,000 years ago was less than a
third of what it is today in Western societies. In order to better understand this
kind of experience, we need only consider the lives of villagers presently living
in remote parts of North Korea or India, or in several dozen other Asian and
African countries. For the vast majority of people in the world today, getting
enough food is still a daily challenge. Farming methods in much of the world
remain primitive, crops are not dependable, and droughts can lead to severe
hardship or even starvation for millions. A major storm, such as the one that hit
South America in 1998, can cause devastating damage and put the lives of mil-
lions of people at risk, because most people live with a very small margin of
safety. They have very little food available as a reserve to get them through
difficult periods. Thus pecple in these situations have a fundamentally different
experience with food than that enjoyed by most ‘Westerners today.

Like our ancestors, most people in the third world wake up every morning
unsure whether they will have enoungh to eat that day. In such an environment,
food is thought of as a necessity that must be grabbed when available, rather
than a “problem” and a potential “danger” to health in the sense that Western
dieters have come to view it. Travelers who have visited villages in developing
countries can attest that dieting is not an issue for the natives there, who tend

to be slim because it would be very difficult for them to find enough food to.

eat to become overweight. Indeed, obesity tends be rare in such villages.
Imagine if two of our ancestors from tens of thousands of vyears ago were
put into a time machine and transported to the present. This couple—let us
call them Dave and Pam—would no longer face uncertainty about finding
food. They would suddenly find themselves in a world where food is always
available—Tliterally 24 hours a day. But perhaps even more important, they
would find themselves in 2 cultural environment where people live by the
motto “never satisfied.” In most U.S. urban centers, Dave and Pam could walk
into supermarkets that are open night and day and offer thousands of different
food products. On every street corner they would find a McDonald’s, Ken-
tucky Fried Chicken, Burger King, or some other fast-food restaurant. Even if
they did not have food on their minds for a while, there would be advertising
all around to remind them of what they were missing. Even if Dave and Pam
were super-thin when they stepped out of the time machine and into our era,
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the lkelihood is that they would take advantage of the availability of food—
and consequently gain weight. The sbundance and variety of foods they find
delicious, including fatty and sweet ONes, would make it hard to resist eating.

A similar change is experienced by some people who move from third
world societies to North America. Even among the middle classes 111 most
parts of the world, food is not always plentiful. There simply is not as much af-
fordable food on the market, in terms of both variety and volume. In practical
terms, this means that when one walks into a shop O 2 market, the shelves
look bare relative to what is offered in Western stores.

I stifl vividly remember how pewildered and shocked I felt when I came
back to the West and shopped in Western supermarkets sfter spending almost
six years in postrevolutionary [ran. Even though Tran is 2 relatively rich third
world country because of enormous oil revenues, & series of eventis (revolu-
tionary change, a long war with Traq, the influx of miliions of Afghan refugees,
major earthquakes) meant that by the early 19805 most of the population was
affected by severe food shortages and rationing. In poOOTer regions, such as
Baluchistan, the shops did not have much to offer for sale. [ left Irank in Decem-
ber 1983 and found myself in the West during the Christmas season. | remem-
ber gazing at the shop windows, feeling physically sick to see sO much on
display, such enormous opulence, with store shelves heaving under the weight
of extravagant varieties of food. _

Immigrants to the United States who come from places where obesity is
extremely rare bave the same weight problems as locals after a while. They, too,
find themselves gaining weight, and obesity occurs among them at about the
sapie rate as in the host population. Of course, not everyone becomes obese.
FEven when individuals take in the same number of calories and have similar - %
levels of activity, their weight gain 1s not always the same. 1O understand such .
yariations, we also need to consider biological factors that influence the rate at
which our bodies burn up calories. '
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Weight as Performance Capacity and as
Performance Style

The obsession with weight and the ideal of thinness do not arise from biology:
they are @ purely cultural phenomenon. However, biological factors do infie
ence our control Over weight, particularly the conditions in which we can gain

and lose weight.
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Biological Factors and Weight Change

In answer to the question, “Why is it so difficult for people to lose weight?”
one plausible answer seems to be, “Because weight is largely determined by
biclogical factors that are not controlled by the individual” There is some
research evidence in support of this claim. First, two distinct “hunger-control”
centers has been discovered in a small part of the brain, the hypothalamus.
When the lateral hypothalamus is activated, through electrical stimulation
using inserted microelectrodes, the research organism (usually a rat) feels hun-
gry and eats if food 15 available. This happens even if the organism has eaten
recently and, therefore, should not need to eat. The opposite happens if the lat-
eral hypothalamus is destroyed; in this case the organism refuses to eat, even
though if it has not eaten for some time prior to this event. When another part
of the hypothalanus, the ventromedial hypothalamus, is stimulated, the organ-
ism stops eating. When this part is destroyed, the animal eats more and eventu-
ally becomes obese.

Tn addition to finding these “hunger centers” in the brain, researchers have
discovered a number of chemicals that affect the hunger centers, signaling the
animal o eat or to stop eating. One such chemical is glucagonlike peptide-1
(GLP-1), which acts as an appetite suppressant. VWhen GLP-1 is injected into
the brain of rats, it leads to reduced eating even though the animals had been
starved by the experimenter. When GLP-1 is prevented from reaching the
hypothalamus, the rats eat more. The same kind of role is probably played by
GLP-1 in humans. '

The discovery of hunger centers and cheinicals that regulate them does not
prove that weight is biologically determined. After all, it could be that hunger
centers in the hypothalamus and chemicals such as GLP-1 are influenced
by environmental factors. Something else was needed to give the biological
explanation real credibility, and it came in the form of an influential proposi-
tion that each individual has a “weight set point” that is regulated by a built-in
biological mechanism, rather like a thermostat. When we go above or below
the set point, the thermostat triggers our bodies to respond in a way that
brings our weight back to the “natural” level, The main ways in which this
happens is that we increase or decrease food intake, or our metabolic rate
changes 50 that we increase or decrease the rate at which we burn calories.

The set-point hypothesis suggests that when individuals dict, decreased food
intake leads to a reduction of the size of their fat cells. However, the number of
far cells in their bodies does not decrease. The number of fat cells is mainly
determined by a combination of early eating habits and genetic inheritance.
Obese individuals have a greater number of fat cells. After an initial decrease in

' the size of fat cells through diet, there is a tendency for the size of fat cells to

increase back to the set point—through less calories being burned, increased
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food intake, and so on. Thus there 1s a constant fluctuation of weight as indi-
viduals go on diets, lose some weight, then move slowly back to their set
points,

The inability of most people to lose weight through dieting seems to sup-
port the set-point hypothesis. The vast majority of people who go on diets
succeed in losing some weight, but only temporarily. After 2 while, they typi-
cally gain the weight back, returning to roughly their former weight. One rea-
son is that when they eat less, their body adjusts by iowing its metabolic rate
(the rate at which it uses up energy). Obese people tend to already have lower
metabolic rates than people of normal weight.

Clearly genetic factors determine 2 certain range of capacities for weight.
This explains why studies of identical (monozygotic) twins, who have the same
genetic characteristics, show about a 60 percent to 70 percent likelihood that if
one twin is overweight, then the other will be alsc. There is also a high chance
that the location of weight gain will be similar for genetic kin. We can see this
in families. If mom and dad both have pot bellies, then the chance of a pot
belly for their offspring when they gain weight is high. This type of family
resemblance persists even when children are raised by adoptive parents; such
children have 2 tendency to put on weight in a way that is similar to their ge-
netic parents.

Jill’s mother is typical of millions of people who have tried various diets to
lose weight but found that there is a rebound effect. She experienced a cycle of
weight loss and weight gain, such that her weight moved up and down like
a yo-yo around an apparent set point. This experience suggests that people
have as much control of their weight as they do of their height. Surely it is all
gsenetically determined? Surely environmental factors play no part in deter-
mining weight? As we shall see, the story is not so simple.

Weight and Cultural Values

The set-point explanation of weight is highly usefil, as long as we keep m
mind that 2 set point can be influenced by both genetic and environpmental .
factors. It is both simplistic and wrong to assumne that each person is born with
a weight set point that is not at a1l influenced by environmental factors. Thi
becomes obvious when we look at people who are genetic kin but have expe
rienced very different environmental conditions, Consider immigrants to th
United States from poorer parts of the third world. They gain weight and be
come heavy compared to their third world relatives. A much-cited example 18
the case of the Pima Native Americans who live in Mexico and their genetic
kin, the Pima Native Americans who live in Arizona. The Pimas in Arizoni
have had much greater access to food, as well as better living conditions gener
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ally. Unfortunately, the Arizona Pimas have the highest recorded prevalence of
obesity in the world. In contrast, the Mexican Pimas, living in conditions of less
sbundance and ease, have about an average rate of obesity. Clearly, the set-point
explanation is useful only if we view set points as influenced by both genetic
and environmental factors.

Similarly, it is simplistic to assume that twin studies necessarily isolate
genetic and environmental influences. The fact that two people look alike may
well lead others to treat them alike. Stereotypes about “lean and mean,” “fat
and cheerful” and the like are so pervasive in Western societies that it is diffi-
cult to imagine how people who look alike will not be treated in a similar
manner. This leads us to consider the interaction between performance capac-
ity and performance style in how weight changes over time.

Let me at this point recount some simple observations of life in non-Western
cultures. Visitors to some parts of Asia will notice a number of intriguing social
norms associated with eating. In Iran, for example, when food is offered to
guests, the correct way to behave is for them to follow the norms of taarof and
decline the offering at least for the first, second, and usually third and even
fourth times. This norm is followed even when the people involved are very
poor and have less access t0 food, and even when the guests are very hungry.
After repeatedly declining and finally accepting some of the food offered after
being repeatedly pressed by their hosts, the correct way for guests to behave is
to eat modest portions. Behavior in such settings is regulated by norms and
rules of correctness (which fall into the realm of performance style), rather
than the appetites of the guests (which fall into the realm of performance
capacity). Similarly, in some regions of South Asia guests are expected to leave
a portion of their food on their plates at the end of the meal as a sign of appre-
ciation for the hospitality they have received—even if they would enjoy cating
mare food. Whether food is or 18 not eaten, then, depends on the norms and
rules about correct behavior, not on the appetites of individuals.

An example of rules and norms about correct behavior regulating eating in
a Western context is the case of anorexics. Individuals suffering from anorexia
nervosa come to believe that the correct way to behave is to eat less. They
ignore their own sensations of hunger and act on the basis of subjectively
defined rules and norms. They see themselves as “too fat)” and this perception
overrides their sensations of hunger. ' _

In contrast to this, for the general population in the United States eating is
regulated much more by rules and norms that encourage consumption and the
satisfaction of individual desires. It is useful to consider this in the context of
the larger economy, where increased consumption is seen to be good because
it leads to increased demand, increased employment opportunities, and in-
-creased earnings, which in turn allow for increased consumption. For a signifi-

ant portion of the U.S, population, eating habits are regulated by a general
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desire to seck pleasure through consumption, a desire that more and more 18
trained to be “never satisfied.” Despite the environmental movement, the gen-
eral principle of consumption in the United States has come to be “more is
better.” For some people, eating habits are influenced by the same principle.

Thus it is in the social arena, particularly through the continuity sustained
by carriers, that eating habits are formed and behavior in the realm of “eating
and not eating” occurs. The genetic characteristics of Americans have not
changed to “cause” chronic weight increases over the last century. What has
changed is the American capacity to purchase food as well as the increased
focus on consumption in all areas—including food.
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Concluding Comm

The carrier of thinness as ideal beauty has become all-powerful in Western
and increasingly in non-Western societies, accompanied by a concern with

weight control. The proposed means by which weight control is to be achieved
is also characteristic of our time: Technical solutions are being sought for moral

problems.

I have propased that in exploring the issue of weight control, it is essential

to consider interactions between performance capacity and performance style,

since both have an influence. On the one hand, genetic factors, material wealth; =
and the availability of food—among other components of performance capag-
ity—set certain limmits to weight change. it is more difficult to become obese if 3
one is born with a genetic tendency to burn calories efficiently or if one ]iveé_.":
in an environment where food is scarce. On the other hand, norms, rules, and
other components of performance style have a powerful influence on weight. -

change. It is more difficult to become obese, or even to gain enough weight to
become healthy, if one carries the belief system of a typical anorexic. P

If we accept this view, then we ynust also accept the idea that to a large.

extent the issue of weight change concerns choices, both by individuals and by
the larger society. When things go wrorg, we must accept that they went
wrong in large part because we made the wrong choices, by following uzn-

healthy eating habits. This view is contrary o the modern, and particulatly: ]

American, tendency to seek technical solutions to what are basically mord:
problems.

Thus far there has been a poverty of technical solutions to the problem ©
obesity. Until 1999, the obesity drugs approved for use in the United Stai
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