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SERIES EDITORS PREFACE
Reframing the Context of Developmental 

Psychology

Isabelle Albert 
Jaan Valsiner 
Koji Komatsu

For a long time, mainstream developmental psychology primarily focused on 
childhood and adolescence, adopting a rather narrow perspective on develop-
ment that saw biological maturation processes as main determinants for devel-
opment. Despite earlier theories considering the entire life course, the view that 
human development is a lifelong process only became a research paradigm in 
the mid-20th century. With the rise of lifespan approaches, the consideration of 
individual, biological, and socio-cultural factors has become standard in develop-
mental science, making contextualism a key element of these approaches.

In parallel, cross-cultural approaches aimed to identify universals and 
culture-specifics by testing theories in different cultural contexts. Despite 
this, the perspective remained predominantly Western—context was con-
sidered mainly to transfer Western theories to other places, with underly-
ing phenomena being less frequently studied in these strongly quantitative 
approaches. A leading question was how far developmental dynamics are 
similar or different in Western and non-Western contexts.

One solution to the problem of how we can describe universal and  
culture-specific phenomena has been to expect universal human develop-
mental tasks but to look at culture-based developmental pathways, assum-
ing that the tasks over the lifespan are the same but the solutions differ. 
The culturally universal basic knowledge about human life-course comes 
in unique personal forms not only differing between societies, but between 
each and every individual person. This is where cultural psychology demon-
strates its advantages ahead of other domains of psychology. Each and every 
personal life course is uniquely meaningful—for the person—while that 
uniqueness is made possible by general meaning-construction principles.
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The cultural-psychological approach has been very fruitful over the past 
three decades. Yet in the empirically dominated research a narrow, Occi-
dental bias has continued as most of the time developmental tasks from a 
Euro-American perspective were still the point of reference. This equals an 
act of domination in the socio-political arena of developmental psychol-
ogy. Cultural models that are taken for granted among middle-class while 
North American parents in their child-rearing become viewed as a general 
norm—rather than a narrow exception due to the middle-class status of the 
parents. Developmental science needs to learn much more from societies 
far away from those of the researchers themselves. Especially what is needed 
is understanding the worldwide variations in practices that are functionally 
similar. Human development succeeds along multiple parallel trajectories, 
rather than by a wide highway of one society’s middle-class social norms or 
expectations.

The present volume addresses this gap by focusing on non-Western 
contexts, applying a cultural lens from the start that allows one to observe 
and describe phenomena that have been underexplored so far. Earlier 
approaches often missed cultural phenomena because they were not spe-
cifically looked for. This oversight is eliminated in this volume. As teaching 
in many parts of the world relies on Western theories, a need for culture-
specific knowledge from practical experience in the respective contexts 
became obvious.

In this volume different authors critically explore the central frame-
works and theories that underlie teaching and research in developmen-
tal psychology in many parts of the world. It questions the strong focus 
on Western-based theories, including assumptions about universality and 
culture-specifics that have been found on the basis of limited samples from 
different cultural contexts. The editors of this volume propose a more 
inclusive and interdisciplinary approach that integrates perspectives from 
the so-called Global South including indigenous knowledge, a large range 
of methodologies and collaborations between researchers and practitio-
ners from different parts of the world.

Are we making psychology indigenous? We are not—as it has already 
been made so for around a century. The move of the intellectual gravity 
of theorizing in psychology from Europe to the United States in the 1930s 
created a situation where North American indigenous psychology started 
to guide psychological science and its applications as if that was the way 
science should be. Psychology has for all of its history been a socially nor-
mative science—which is a dangerous state of being if guided by any one 
society’s implicit social norms. This has happened with the “made in USA” 
psychology being exported to the rest of the World. Of course, the export 
happens together with the eager importers who benefit from the “cargo 
cult” charms of the various “standardized methods” sold on global methods 
markets.
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The present volume is a way-leading effort to provide a much-needed 
contribution to understanding human development across the world from 
different cultural perspectives. The reader can decide what is valuable— 
we do not prescribe anything else but an open mind to contemplate how 
human development could be investigated.
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INTRODUCTION

Reframing the Study of Human 
Developmental Processes: Traditions and 

Transitions

Developmental Psychology is defined as the systematic examination of 
growth, stability, and transformation in a developing organism, and cov-
ers the investigation of human behavior and mental processes, includ-
ing physical, cognitive, linguistic, social, and emotional factors from 
conception through life. The established framework of Developmental 
Psychology emerged from Western societal domination of science that 
resulted in the focus on outcomes rather than processes of development 
between a person and the environment. The attention to aggregation of 
descriptions and statistical analysis, and the study of variables without 
explicit reference to the context tended to obscure dynamic develop-
mental processes.

Child Psychology, Child Development, Human Development and the 
Life-Span, and Developmental Psychology are all titles of disciplines with 
common concerns, but somewhat different origins and orientations. The 
ways in which developmental processes are understood vary significantly 
across different psychological traditions, even though these emerge from 
universal questions about life, human being and becoming. Develop-
mental science is based on three comparative perspectives, the contrasts 
between ontogenetic and phylogenetic development across different spe-
cies, within species variability and changes during the lifespan (Valsiner, 
2006). The ways in which human life is organized socially has also had 
impact on the origins and preoccupations of the study of continuity and 
change during life based on beliefs, as different traditions about the 
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origin and sequence of changes were understood. Whether the child is 
seen as a divine gift, a close connection with ancestors, or a creature to 
be trained, influenced the emergence of attitudes and practices. Despite 
the assumed separation of philosophical beliefs and scientific study, the 
influence of indigenous ideas on contemporary disciplines is undeniable 
(Paranjpe, 2024).

By the end of the 20th Century, a new discipline of Development Sci-
ence emerged transcending the boundaries of Child Psychology to address 
developmental processes in general, focused on specific features of human 
development like irreversibility of time, contextuality, complexity and 
coconstruction of person-environment (Valsiner, 2006). Developmen-
tal Psychology was a branch that focused on studies of different stages, 
although somewhat differently in Europe and North America. Also, in the 
field of Home Economics and Home Science, Child Development was one 
of the branches of study, along with Food and Nutrition, Resource Man-
agement, Textiles and Clothing and more recently, Communication and 
Extension. 1  The study of cognition and learning in childhood was a key 
topic in the field of Education, often merging with Psychology to form the 
field of Educational Psychology. In Anthropology, the approach to child-
hood has transitioned from viewing children primarily as passive recipients 
of culture to recognizing them as active participants in their social worlds. 
This shift has been informed by diverse methodologies and theoretical 
frameworks that emphasize the complexity and variability of childhood 
experiences across different cultures. Thus, developmental processes, con-
tinuity and change have been core interests in several related disciplines, 
with different emphases.

Despite the orientation of developmental science, Development 
Psychology has largely remained trapped within a Western conception 
and interpretation of humans has been applied to understand develop-
mental processes universally. Western psychology (both European and 
American) had by the early 1900s produced several systematic proce-
dures to investigate and explain the functioning of the human mind. By 
following the dominant methods in physical sciences (laboratory based 
experimental studies, demarcating dependent and independent vari-
ables, cause and effect hypotheses etc.) psychologists aspired to position 
themselves at par with other ‘scientific’ disciplines. Objectivity, replica-
bility, and universality became the key principles to establish Psychology 
as a scientific discipline.

Child Development, on the other hand, was initially accorded a second-
ary status against experimental psychology on account of methodologi-
cal limitations (Cairns, 2015).The emphasis on statistical analysis gained 

1 Each of these fields of study have been renamed over the last two decades.
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further prominence in the 1970s (McCall & Applebaum, 1973), guiding 
which research projects would receive funding and which would be pub-
lished, thereby transforming developmental enquiry into a robust science 
with increased prediction and control, thus becoming dominated by non-
developmental concepts like cognition, modeling, personality and psycho-
pathology (Cairns, 2015).

From the early focus on personality and behavior to interpreting and 
predicting behavior, psychologists moved their attention to the study of 
several other human attributes (cognition, emotions, motivation, moral-
ity, cross-cultural dimensions). Child Development emerged from the 
parent discipline of Psychology as an approach to study the growth, 
developmental changes and continuities across the lifespan of an indi-
vidual. The model viewed development as a linear progression with age 
related increments, contributing to the overall progress of the individual. 
Thus, Child Psychology or Child Development has not always adopted a 
developmental approach, as children can be studied from both nonde-
velopmental as well as developmental approaches (Valsiner, 2006), with 
different origins (in Europe and the US for instance), building on devel-
opmental biology and the social utility of studying children, respectively. 

In Indian Universities, Child Development was first introduced as a 
component of the field of Home Science or Home Economics, and then 
gradually became relabeled as Developmental Psychology or Human 
Development. At University of Delhi, for instance, Child Development’s 
emphasis on children was maintained by terming the course Human Devel-
opment and Childhood Studies. A similar course at University of Baroda, 
Gujarat, was titled Human Development and Family Studies, with slightly 
different orientations in approach to the study of development systems and 
processes. At the same time, in Departments of Psychology, Developmental 
Psychology was taught as a branch of under the Faculty of Arts. There is a 
significant overlap in the curricula between Developmental Psychology and 
Human Development and Family Studies/Childhood Studies. 

Henceforth, we will use the term Developmental Psychology to consoli-
date these different courses, as the interests and issues have followed the 
advancements in contemporary Developmental Psychology as these became 
reinterpreted and realigned along the shifts toward a globally recognized 
scientific discipline.

CULTURAL DEVELOPMENTAL PSYCHOLOGY

Cultural Psychology emphasizes coconstruction and the importance of 
context, defining development as an ongoing interaction between indi-
viduals and their cultural environments, where development is believed 
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to be shaped by participation in cultural practices and by the shared 
meanings that guide behavior within a given context (Packer & Cole, 
2020). Devoid of context, phenomena were lost in the enterprise of 
building norms and standards through quantification, thus obscuring 
fundamental properties of developmental: uniqueness, emergence, con-
textuality, and uncertainty (Cairns, 2015). Furthermore, the key role of 
the investigator became a problem to be suppressed through objective 
experimentation.

The ways in which the ‘subject’ is constructed greatly depends on the 
cultural and historic context and we find immense diversity in issues, 
assumptions, and classifications involved. It has been about 25 years 
since Danziger (1997) and even longer since Richards (1932) reported 
on their experiences with Indonesian and Chinese traditions in 
 Psychology, wherein they were confronted with the mismatch in assump-
tions of Western psychology in establishing certain phenomena as natu-
ral and therefore universal. Describing these ‘other psychologies’, 
Richards wrote,
  

Western Psychology has unduly refrained from examining and criticizing its 
own basic hypotheses. The distinctions embodied in these hypotheses are 
based on convention, not on undistorted observation, for we can only see 
what our framework of conceptions allows us to see. (Richards, 1932, p. 81; 
Cited in Danziger, 1997, p. 3)

  

Over the last 50 years or so, the teaching, research and practice of 
Developmental Psychology across academic institutions and universities 
in most parts of the world (including India and other countries of the 
Global South) has been predominantly based on this model of main-
stream psychology. Because of the ready acceptance of the superiority and 
accuracy of Western research and academics, the unease with intuitive 
ideas about the mind and behavior, epistemic exclusion, the hegemony of 
a well-established discourse and a paucity of ‘scientific’ contributions to 
the discipline from other countries. Several decades later the limitations 
of this predominance are being voiced by an increasing number of acade-
micians and practitioners.

To critically examine mainstream accounts of Developmental Psychol-
ogy, it is essential to explore how this field has been taught, practiced 
and promoted as a universal framework for understanding children, 
childhoods, and human social systems. It is evident that the Western 
model of Psychology suffers from several methodological and concep-
tual limitations when applied to other cultures (Arnett, 2008). In fact, 
the mainstream model of Euro-American psychology does not explain 
or address diversity even with the West. The need to interpret human 
behavior and motivations using a culturally grounded framework, to 
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make meaning from within the personal and social realities of indi-
viduals is essential. While there are some universal continuities in the 
sequence of development, the direction of development is essentially 
guided by developmental goals that are rooted in the social, cultural, 
ecological and economic terrain of human collectives. These are dimen-
sions that are more effectively understood within Cultural Psychology 
(Packer & Cole, 2020).

It is necessary to delve into historical foundations, theoretical debates, 
and the implications of these perspectives on contemporary practices and 
beliefs for a more complete understanding. In this volume we attempt to 
address some of the basic ideas in Developmental Psychology that have cer-
tainly contributed to some important advancements in our understanding 
of human phenomena, but at the same time, the emergence, scope and 
reach of our understanding has been limited to a narrow section of the 
human population. The discourse in mainstream psychology and subse-
quently in Developmental Psychology has been responsible for establishing 
popular theoretical concepts, ideological discourse, methods of research 
and directions for the practice of the discipline. The rationale for the book 
is to address the imbalance in epistemic framing from a northern, Western 
centric position to an inclusive and plural worldview, adopting a framework 
of Cultural Psychology.

The socio-political entanglements of the Global South, where many 
countries have been former colonies, have created additional layers of 
exclusion and imbalance through the strategic and systematic silencing of 
local knowledge systems (Bhatia, 2017; De Sousa Santos, 2018). We empha-
size the long overdue and urgent need to recognize the challenges that 
we face and implement changes. We live in a country that is characterized 
by diversity and plurality in many domains; cultural, historic, linguistic, 
ecological, economic, and ideological, features that have not been consid-
ered in the advancement of human development projects, except to posi-
tion family life and developmental pathways as largely under the pressure 
of poverty, disadvantage or delay. Intervention programs focus on scarcity 
and the need to address this by developmental initiatives like early child-
hood education and family interventions (Zhang, 2022). This is not to 
argue against the need for support for families living with disadvantage, 
but the rising call for restructuring developmental initiatives toward bet-
terment derive from a limited understanding of context (Gibbons, 2024; 
Singh et al., 2024).

One of the limiting features of mainstream psychology is the discon-
nect or disregard of culture as inherent to meaning-making. There-
fore, behavior and processes of persons from select parts of the world 
are normalized and overgeneralized. Considering cultural factors in 
research is necessary to develop interpretative power and the ability 
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to understand individual experiences and behaviors within their cul-
tural contexts. This is essential for accurately interpreting psychologi-
cal processes and for culturally conscious research and practice (Brady 
et al., 2018).

The exclusion of culture and context as mediators of semiotic meaning-
making has been a gross oversight of the ‘scientific’ approach to under-
standing human relationships, and one that has potentially hazardous 
consequences for communities (Singh et al., 2023). By viewing culture as 
‘noise’ that contaminates the precision of scientific measurement, the mul-
tiplicity of human existence and the nuances of personal experiences are 
discarded in favor of universalized models. Culture is commonly seen as a 
noun, a thing, a collection of abstract and concrete dimensions that sepa-
rate us as peoples. However, cultural psychology takes a different view of 
culture as an activity and a relationship between person and environment 
(Valsiner, 2007) and builds a frame within which culture is seen as a univer-
sal aspect of human beings, one that binds rather than separates us as people 
to others universally. Moving forward, we need Developmental Psychology 
to be positioned as a discipline that is inclusive, and universal in ways that 
incorporates human diversity rather than ignoring it. The ideas that are 
presented here are not new, but it is critical to share them repeatedly and 
widely. The attempt is not to simply reject existing paradigms but to suggest 
ones that serve to discover meaningful ways to recognize, acknowledge and 
integrate intercultural similarities as well as intracultural heterogeneities in 
ways that could expand our interpretive abilities to understand experiences 
and behavior.

Why the Global South Matters

In this volume we present the voices and experiences of scholars, 
researchers and community-level workers from countries and communi-
ties that have typically been labeled ‘developing’, ‘third world’ or more 
recently, the Global South. We would prefer instead to see each of these 
locations as regions from where voices are rarely heard, whose people do 
not find a mention in the ‘models’ of Developmental Psychology beyond 
a footnote or a textbox and are fundamentally recused because their reali-
ties are vastly different (and therefore too complex to decipher) from the 
typical representations. It is precisely within these ‘differences’ that we 
seek to find reflections of our own lives and experiences from India, South 
America, and other locations. The Global South includes people who bear 
the consequences of being labeled, mislabeled and misrepresented. The 
fact that most of these people experience the challenges of daily life with 
few resources to build up a movement for fair inclusion and representation 
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is another reason why scholarship from the Global South should address 
epistemic injustice.

Scholars of the Global South share a deep and enduring respect for 
Western science. This also applies to Developmental Psychology. Domi-
nant frameworks such as those upheld by WEIRD science are reinforced 
through research alignments that replicate the focus of the mainstream. 
By embracing the ethical and moral frameworks of Western Modernism, 
we have inadvertently contributed to the suppression of entire knowledge 
systems. Through a systematic alteration of the ways in which knowledge is 
presented, nuanced understanding of local cultural practices and mean-
ing systems can become obscured through what Naidu (2021) labels as 
‘northern ventriloquism’, resulting from the pressure to be included in the 
international academic community. Such epistemic loss is wide-ranging and 
significant enough to shift our perspectives.

India is presented in the sections ahead to illustrate a trajectory of the 
discipline of Psychology (including Developmental Psychology) among the 
Global South nations. We recognize the social, political and historical ori-
gins of terms such as the Global North and Global South and the risk of 
further segregation and separation by aligning with such categorizations. 
However, the undeniable dominance of Global North epistemologies and 
frameworks of enquiry necessitate the reference to such terminologies. 
Through the course of this volume, we may just surprise ourselves with 
some unprecedented alternatives to framing epistemic scholarship, ideas 
of personhood and the practice of psychology.

Arguing that scholarship is driven by ‘imaginary maps’ that we carry in 
our minds (Spivak, 1995/2017), there is a need to modify our approaches to 
exploration of cultural, developmental phenomena. One way of achieving 
such a position is through intercultural and interdisciplinary collaboration 
that call attention to other cultural knowledge systems that are intimately 
connected with their respective ecologies, and from whom we can learn 
valuable lessons about sustainability and social justice.

THE GLOBAL SOUTH, THE THIRD AND  
THE ‘FOURTH WORLD’

Modernity and colonial rule have had a global influence that includes lib-
eralization, altering socio-economic structures, work-patterns, identities, 
language usage, education, as well as people’s imaginations and strivings. 
This has also resulted in large scale domination, marginalization and silenc-
ing of cultural resources and practices worldwide. Indigenous communi-
ties around the world have experienced the greatest disadvantage through 
criminalization and harassment in their respective countries (Indigenous 
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People’s Rights International, 2021). Many critical events have been dis-
ruptive, especially when facing violence (Nandy, 2009), resulting in hybrid-
ization, accommodation and assimilation, creating multilayered, complex 
societies (Bhabha, 1996). Stories unfold as people adjust to changes and 
cultures are intertwined with the flow of human endeavors, strivings, 
beliefs, emotions and values. These are the causes as well as consequences 
of the interface between persons and their context. How we make sense of 
these dynamics has a fundamental impact on international relations and 
community identity.

The Global South is an imagined space that emerged from the notion of 
the ‘third’ (poor, disadvantaged) parts of the world, but there was a prob-
lem. The category of the Global South appropriated what is now recognized 
as the ‘Fourth world’, Indigenous people, a total of around 240 million in 70 
countries. This led to a profound ecological and epistemic loss on account 
of the complicity between the bourgeoise of the Third world and the First 
(Spivak, 1995/2017). In the interplay of ‘difference’ between the univer-
sal to the local, the establishments of power over centuries remain largely 
impenetrable. In academic practice we have been unable, even unwilling, 
to develop paradigms for promoting social justice and democratic princi-
ples in knowledge exchange. Decolonization, developmental efforts and 
humanitarian aid have also largely failed to bring justice to communities liv-
ing with disadvantage. Building alternative epistemologies of the South (De 
Sousa Santos, 2018) such that academic study can be an imaginary space for 
dialogue, ‘intercultural translation’, ‘ethical singularity’, sustainability and 
mutual exchange. When established methods and practices are reviewed 
and overturned, we can recognize that the ‘other’ is of course different, but 
also the same as us, that human sciences can proceed in ways that maintains 
the dignity of others to advance new paradigms for the study of human 
being and becoming (Burman, 2024; Savyasaachi, 2025).

The discussion of psychology in India is used in this volume as a specific 
illustration of perspectives from the Global South, a grouping of communi-
ties, not limited to geographical or political classification in international 
politics. Alternatively, this perspective is assumed as one in which educated 
middle and upper classes around the world and in this case, the Global 
South and India as a specific example, diverge from those who live with 
economic or ecological difference. The labels of traditional and indige-
nous frequently impose the judgment of exoticism, peculiarity and even 
backwardness. Although these communities are also more likely to have 
economic disadvantage when using the standard principle of income, they 
often live within sustainable ecosystems with poverty. Internal dominance 
is often beneficial to the wealthy from the Global South who may otherwise 
distance themselves from indigenous groups and the rural and urban poor 
populations. Using such an imaginary map would also prompt us to include 
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