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THE CROSS-CULTURAL PERSPECTIVE
IN PSYCHOLOGY

The issues addressed in cross-cultural psychology are as diverse as the issues
addressed in psychology itself, because they are borrowed from the various fields
of psychology (e.g., social, developmental, and personality psychology). Cross-
cultural psychology, however, takes a unique perspective. It analyzes psycho-
logical phenomena in a cultural context by examining them either between cul-
tures, or within a selected single culture (Berry, 1980a; Triandis 1980).

A jointly held definition of culture is difficult to come by as it is defined in very
diverse terms (Kroeber & Kluckhohn, 1952). Marsella (1978) viewed the definition
of culture as dependent upon the specific predictions of the investigators, and Segall
(1984) even suggested giving up the search for a generally accepted definition of
culture. Common to the various definitions is the notion that culture is the manmade
part of the human environment (Herskovits, 1948). This manmade part extends to
physical objects, which constitute the physical culture (e.g., roads, buildings, tools)
and to subjective responses to what is manmade, which constitute the subjective
culture (e.g., myths, roles, values, and attitudes; Triandis, 1980). Cross-cultural
researchers generally tend to focus on cultures or subcultures that differ substan-
tially in their physical and subjective aspects.

Cultural comparisons are useful for various research purposes. The first is to
determine whether or not certain psychological theories are universal. For exam-
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ple, there is evidence that the judgment of facial expression is transcultural
(Ekman & Friesen, 1969, 1971; Ekman, Friesen, O’Sullivan et al., 1987). Also,
McClelland (1961) claimed universality for his theory of the development of
achievement motivation, in which he specified socialization antecedents of
achievement motivation. But later, de Vos (1968) in Japan, and LeVine (1966)
with three different Nigerian ethnic groups, found only a limited degree of
transcultural applicability of McClelland’s developmental ideas.

A second approach employs cross-cultural research for the purpose of testing
psychological theories. Accordingly, cultures that are high or low on variables
critical to the theory of interest are examined. For instance, Witkin and Berry (1975)
theorized that interaction styles systematically affect cognitive functioning in terms
of perceptual differentiation and organization. They tested this notion by comparing
agricultural and fishing/hunting cultures, because these two kinds of cultures are
known to organize their social lives quite differently. This approach to cross-cul-
tural psychology is particularly valuable whenever specific variables of a theory
cannot be readily manipulated in the laboratory (e.g., cognitive or interpersonal
styles), or should not be manipulated for ethical reasons (e.g., anxiety).

A third approach tries to identify specific ecological or cultural factors that
shape aspects of psychological functioning. For example, Triandis, Vassiliou,
Vassiliou, Tanaka, and Shanmugam (1972) selected cultures in which life events
were unpredictable (because of frequent wars, revolutions, floods, tornadoes, etc.)
and compared these with cultures characterized by highly predictable life events
in terms of people’s readiness to value, enjoy, and engage in planning. The
findings pointed to “predictability” as a facilitating factor of planning. Referring
to principles of reinforcement (i.e., planning is only rewarded in a setting with
predictable events), this observation finds an easy (albeit post hoc) explanation.

Theory testing (i.e., the purpose of the second approach) and making inferences
on how aspects of a culture influence psychological functioning (i.e., the purpose
of the third approach) can also be achieved by analyzing a changing culture over
time (Berry, 1980b, 1989; Berry, Poortinga, Segall, & Dasen, 1992; Segall, 1986).
For the purpose of theory testing one would look for a culture changing with
respect to psychological variables specified in the respective theory. From any
changing culture, however, one may make inferences from changes in cultural
aspects that preceded (and therefore might have promoted) the observed changes
in psychological functioning.

Although each of these approaches has its merits, they are all plagued by
methodological problems. A major problem is to ensure that the psychological
variables of interest are comprehended and expressed in a similar manner within
the cultures under comparison. For instance, if the concept of frustration were
of interest, one were to compare cultures in which frustration finds a similar
manifestation. Otherwise, one would falsely interpret a qualitatively different
expression of frustration across cultures as an indication of differences in the
level of frustration. This problem looms large whenever psychological variables
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that are well-known and widely studied in one culture (e.g., a developed culture)
are imposed on another culture (e.g., a developing culture). This approach of
trying to compare general principles across different cultures has been labeled
etic in cross-cultural psychology (Berry, 1969, 1980a; Pike, 1967).

A different line of research—mostly represented by anthropologists and etholo-
gists—studies psychological phenomena by exploring the peculiarities of their
expression within a single culture of particular interest or concern. This approach
has been labeled emic. However, when psychological concepts (e.g., frustration)
are understood differently in different cultures, it is no longer very enlightening
to compare such concepts across cultures. Each culture stands on its own, and
it is the detailed description of individual cultures and the understanding of the
intricacies of their functioning that is of primary interest.

EXPLANATORY STYLE

People’s causal attributions for positive and negative events are determined by
both the situation and the individual. The situation, for example, offers informa-
tion about covariation (Kelley, 1967; McArthur, 1972). Aspects of the situation
that are seen as covarying with the event are prime candidates to be specified
as causal factors. More specifically, if the critical event shows low consensus
(i.e., few individuals act alike in the same situation), high consistency (i.e., high
congruence of behavior in recurring situations) and low distinctiveness (i.e., high
congruence of behavior across various situations), attributions to internal (some-
thing about the self), stable (it persists or recurs over time), and global (it affects
many situations) causal factors are made.

Different individuals develop personal styles of explaining positive and nega-
tive events (Peterson & Seligman, 1984a). A specific example of such a style is
the tendency to make internal, stable, and global attributions for negative events
and external, unstable, and specific attributions for positive events (Abramson,
Seligman, & Teasdale, 1978; see chapter 1, this volume). This explanatory style
has been linked to depression, because it implies that the future holds an abun-
dance of negative events, whereas positive events are hard to come by (see
Brewin, 1985; Peterson & Seligman, 1984a; Sweeney, Anderson, & Bailey,
1986). A closer look reveals, however, that depressive individuals only exhibit
a less optimistic explanatory style in comparison to the strong preference of
nondepressive individuals for self-serving attributions. Depressive individuals’
attributions for positive and negative events are relatively even-handed (i.e., their
explanations of positive and negative events are similar on internality, stability,
and globality; Raps, Peterson, Reinhard, Abramson, & Seligman, 1982), whereas
nondepressive individuals evidence more lop-sidedness (i.e., they explain positive
events more by internal, stable, and global factors than negative ones). An
extensive discussion of the link between explanatory style and depression is
covered in chapter 5, this volume.
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The pessimistic explanatory style does not have to encompass all aspects or
domains which are of importance to a person’s life. For instance, a person may
entertain an optimistic explanatory style in the interpersonal realm, but may fail
to do so in the achievement domain. In such a case it will be the negative events
in the achievement domain only which put the person at risk for depression
(Metalsky, Halberstadt, & Abramson, 1987).

In the literature, two different assessment techniques have been employed to
measure explanatory style. Most common is the Attributional Style Questionnaire
(ASQ; Peterson et al., 1982). This questionnaire requires respondents to generate
causes for 12 hypothetical events, 6 positive and 6 negative, and to subsequently
rate them on the dimensions of internality, stability, and globality (chapter 2
contains a detailed description of the ASQ). Explanatory style can also be assessed
by content analysis of any written or spoken verbal expression that contains
causal explanations. This is known as the Content Analysis of Verbatim Expla-
nations (CAVE; Peterson, Luborsky, & Seligman, 1983; Zullow, Oettingen,
Peterson, & Seligman, 1988). The CAVE technique allows for the analysis of
explanatory style in texts, modern or ancient, written in English or other lan-
guages, irrespective of the content domains that are covered. The only prerequisite
is that the texts contain identifiable causal attributions for negative and positive
events. These causal statements are extracted from the texts and given to inde-
pendent raters who score them in terms of internality, stability and globality;
interrater reliability is high (Zullow et al., 1988). The CAVE technique has been
validated in that it yields the typical relationship between pessimistic explanatory
style and depression (Peterson, Bettes, & Seligman, 1985; Peterson et al., 1983).
Moreover, explanatory style extracted from interview material and open-ended
questionnaires significantly correlated with and predicted psychological and
physical health (Peterson, Seligman, & Vaillant, 1988; Seligman & Elder, 1986).

Explanatory Style Across Cultures

The analysis of explanatory style across cultures must first deal with the previously
described major cross-cultural methodological problem: How can we ensure that
the measurement procedures employed actually capture the same concept of
optimistic/pessimistic explanatory style across the cultures to be compared? The
ASQ procedure (Peterson et al., 1982) entails the problem that the events listed in
the questionnaire are rather culture specific (e.g., an unsuccessful date or becoming
rich). These events are closely related to the concerns of people who live the
American way of life. Therefore, they are appropriate for research conducted in the
United States. For comparisons across cultures, however, they create a host of
problems: Members of different cultures might not assign the same importance to
these events, they might differ in terms of the valence that they attach to them, or
may fail to imagine that these events will actually happen to them. Whenever items
on the ASQ are experienced as artificial or alien by members of certain cultures,
the measurement of explanatory style may not be reliable or valid. When re-
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searchers compared intellectual performances across cultures (Berry, 1980a; Bris-
lin, Lonner, & Thomndike, 1973) similar concerns led to the development of
so-called culture-free or less culture-bound intelligence tests.

The CAVE technique offers a way around the development of a culture-free
ASQ. Because this technique can be used to CAVE all types of texts, it should
be possible to select comparable texts from various cultures and thus to determine
the prevalence of an optimistic—pessimistic explanatory style. The content of
these texts is not alien, because they are produced by these cultures. In addition,
the researchers rating the causal statements extracted from these texts do not
have to be familiar with the background of the respective culture. Because the
raters’ task is not to evaluate the content of the causal attributions but, instead
to judge them along the structural dimensions of stability, internality, and glo-
bality, the CAVE technique is particularly suited for cross-cultural comparisons.

Traditionally, when cross-cultural researchers focus on texts they tend to select
folktales, because these are assumed to contain the central values of a culture
worthy to be passed on from generation to generation (Brislin, 1980). For
example, when McClelland (1961) attempted to demonstrate the prior necessity
of achievement motivation for economic development, he content-analyzed sto-
ries in children’s storybooks or readers in 30 countries with respect to the
frequency of achievement themes. He then correlated this variable with measures
of economic growth assessed 25 years later (such as per capita income and
electrical production per capita). McClelland considered these stories to be “cul-
tural products” that reflected the average level of achievement motivation, and
he interpreted the positive correlations observed as support for his hypothesis
that economic growth is preceded by high levels of achievement motivation.

In the following study (Oettingen & Morawska, 1990), we set out to demon-
strate that CAVing written cultural products such as folktales, songs, proverbs,
and prayers allows a reliable and valid assessment of a culture’s explanatory
style. We chose a culture that has clearly separated domains for two reasons (i.e.,
the religious and the secular domain). First, we wanted to demonstrate that
explanatory style can be coded reliably within each of the different domains.
Second, and even more importantly, we formulated hypotheses about the degree
of optimism that should be expressed in the writings belonging to these different
cultural domains, because support for these hypotheses may then be taken as an
indication that explanantory style is assessed validly by the CAVE procedure.

CAVING SECULAR AND RELIGIOUS NARRATIVES:
19TH-CENTURY RUSSIAN JEWRY

We focused on written materials that were part of the Russian Jewish culture at
the end of the 19th century and selected popular writings that belonged either
to the secular or to the religious domain of this culture (Oettingen & Morawska,
1990). The religious written materials were expected to evidence an optimistic






