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Introduction

DONALD MUNRO


This is the part of an edited volume that some say nobody reads but that would be conspicuous by its absence. If they are right, it probably indicates that there are two types of readers: those who like to have an overview of what a book has to offer and perhaps a quick introduction to the individual chapters normally provided in journal articles by the abstract, and those who like to go straight to what the individual authors have to say in their areas of expertise. The latter group may be already lost to us at this point, though there may be some who return after having read some of the chapters to find out what the editors have to say about the significance of the whole collection. We will try to satisfy both groups, first, by giving an account of the book’s reason for existence in the beginning and our view of what it says at the end, and then by reviewing each of the individual chapters.

All three of us have spent some part of our careers working in countries where the dominant culture of the mass of the population is very different from that of the people from whom we have sprung, so even if a fascination with studying foreign cultures may not have been the initial motivation for going to such places, surviving the everyday concerns of making a living, getting along with colleagues from another culture, and making sense of the political and economic events happening around us were bound to create a need to find meaning in the situations we encountered. More specifically, all three of us had worked in central and southern Africa in the period 1965 to 1995, tumultuous years in that part of the world as the previously dominant “white” foreign culture gave way to the indigenous one. As with any cultural change, this one did not happen overnight as formal political and economic control shifted. Rather, the process had already started in the early years of colonialism as the discomfort on the part of indigenous people began to become evident and as the coping abilities of the colonialists began to be tested. It persists today and will do so well into the new century and millennium as the processes work through to produce a variant of human society that we can now only imagine. We ourselves were, and continue to be, emotionally and intellectually part of and affected by social changes that may be seen clearly (or just “through a glass darkly”) only in retrospect by the collective of historians, sociologists, and other social scientists whose interpretations will be dominated by constructs still to emerge in that future society.

The relationship between the political and social level, and the personal and motivational one was brought out for me (the first editor) when I moved from Zambia, then five years post-independence as an African-governed nation, to Rhodesia in 1970, then five years into the period known as “the U.D.I. years” (Unilateral Declaration of Independence by the white government from British rule). I was told at the time by colleagues who were sociologists and political scientists that I was “going against the tide of history.” This insight I found rather startling then, not because it was surprising for social scientists to believe that there would be political changes in Rhodesia that would be against the traditional interests of people like me who came from Europe, but because my (conscious) motives for making the move had to do with career and family and nothing whatever to do with historical, sociological, or political goals. What I later realized was that what may be going on at the level of countries and societies and what is going on in the hearts and minds of individual people have no necessary connection with each other, and may indeed be difficult to describe within the same conceptual system, much less reconcile. The reader will find that this is one of the themes that emerge in this book.

At a more formal level the reason for the book was a growing realization that the topic of motivation has been rather poorly developed within cross-cultural psychology, and consequently answers to questions about why people of different cultures behave as they do (differently or similarly) are difficult to find. Wondering what to recommend as reading for a possible new course of lectures that would link motivation theory with culture, we found little of substance. One reason for this is that the topic of motivation itself has gone through a period of decline over the past twenty-five years or so, reflecting the change in the dominant theoretical models in mainstream psychology. Another personal anecdote by the first editor illustrates what happened. Invited by Marshall Segall to attend a workshop at the New York City campus of Syracuse University in 1968 for cross-cultural researchers in developmental psychology, I presented a paper based on some work in Zambia that linked early childhood intellectual and social development with mothers’ encouragement of independence. This used a dominant approach to motivation at the time, based on constructs such as anxiety and achievement motivation. There, too, I was startled by being taken to task by some of the other contributors for holding onto this outdated approach instead of one based on cognition. What I had been caught up in was one of the early currents of the cognitivist revolution that spread though psychology in the following ten years, sweeping away not only naive behaviorist accounts but those based on biological and psychoanalytic foundations (and in motivation the notions of innate and learned drives).

The cognitivist approach served cross-cultural psychology well, as is evident from a reading of the 1980 Handbook of Cross-Cultural Psychology (Triandis et al., 1980), a six-volume monument to the success of that movement in its heyday of the 1960s and 1970s. In particular, it enabled an understanding of cultural phenomena that was much more sympathetic to indigenous interpretations than those based on supposedly universal biological, behavioral, and psychodynamic processes. But the affective in human experience tended to be neglected or to be seen through the filter of cognitive and linguistic interpretation, and with affect theory goes much of motivation theory. Sociological work has effectively shifted in the same direction, though for a different reason: the equivalent of cognitivism in psychology has been the importance of interpretation, and latterly postmodernist thought has questioned the possibility of any unified interpretation of cultural phenomena or any valid comparison between cultures. Cultural anthropologists, who continue to find value in (universalistic) psychodynamic accounts that are also seen as redundant or obsolete by mainstream psychology, are therefore left to carry the argument that emotion is an important explanatory construct for studies relating culture to individual motivation.

Our aim, then, is to begin to show how an understanding of personal motivation has something to offer our approach to culture, and by the same token that culture affects individual motives. With the wisdom given by hindsight over about a century of largely separate attempts to understand motivation and culture, we believe that we should be able to put some of the resulting findings and interpretations together. Of course, we do not believe that we are providing the final picture, if such a picture is even conceivable. Nor are we unaware that we are dominated by the concerns of our own cultural backgrounds, and our own theoretical hobbyhorses, in choosing and displaying the wares that our authors have to offer. What we have attempted to do is to collect from eminent researchers and thinkers across the world a variety of elements that need to be fitted together, or allowed to interact with one another, so that a new chemistry of motivation can emerge that does justice to culture as well as to biological, cognitive, and social dynamics. We do this in an atmosphere of growing international recognition of what cultures can teach one another, not only for engendering economically productive motives in people but for aiding the eternal human quest to understand what life is about and how happiness can be found.

Did our projected volume have a theme or themes, then, or does one emerge from the chapters that lie ahead? The reader is best left to judge the outcome, but we can say what we did and what we tried to do. We originally conceptualized three levels of analysis at which motivation and culture could be seen to relate to each other and set out to obtain varied contributions for each. These levels were (moving from the most individualistic to the most social) intrapsychic processes, interpersonal relationships, and organizational and intergroup contexts. We also envisaged a fourth section, which would look at theoretical and historical perspectives generally. Although this seemed a good idea at the time, it turned out to be somewhat difficult to fulfill, because many of the contributions we received brought out unexpected aspects of the topics. This resulted in a different way of grouping the topics, which, although not at all incompatible with the original notion of levels, provides a fresh perspective on that approach.

We provided our contributors only with the nature of the overall task: to construct a volume that would bring culture and motivation together so that each illuminated the other, and the topic or domain in which they should write, which in all cases was nominated because of their previous contributions to the literature. We did not impose any particular theoretical viewpoint and, indeed, hoped that we would receive widely divergent kinds of arguments, as we did. It therefore is particularly interesting that several contributors do seem to be wrestling with the need to take two or more levels of analysis into consideration in formulating the work in their domain. This might be an example of the Zeitgeist or it might indicate an eagerness on our part to find evidence for the validity of our point of view; the reader will judge. Of course, the idea of different levels of analysis is not new, and no claims are made as to its invention; rather, we wish simply to emphasize its particular importance for a comprehensive model of the relationship between motivation and culture.


Chapter Summaries

The first section “Theory and Concepts” (an explicitly historical account has been lost from the original section), comprises two chapters that present two very different answers to the question of how motivation and culture can be related. The first answer, which includes the notion of levels, may be seen as the more traditional of the two, in that it takes an established philosophy and applies it to the particular issue at hand; the chapter therefore is more a reminder to the reader that a clear conceptualization of both motivation and culture is required for us to be able to relate them clearly to each other, and a further reminder of how this might be done without straying outside the normal boundaries of scientific discourse. The second chapter is much more modern in its concern with how we construct motivation socially and mentally, and perhaps points more to a method of observing the relationships between motivation and culture than it does to ways of constructing or reconstructing specific theories or reinterpreting existing data.

Don Munro’s chapter, “Levels and Processes in Motivation and Culture,” combines the notion of levels discussed above with another type of emphasis, on action or process as the main concern of psychology rather than on the static entities or structures that still preoccupy much of our scientific community. Although psychology recognizes molecules and neurones and brains, and mental structures of ability or personality, it should give primary importance to “what is going on” inside them and, by the same argument, what is going on in groups and societies. Furthermore, what is going on is qualitatively different at each of these levels so we should not expect to find the processes of social interaction at the level of culture simply reflected in brain processes. He then argues that our main task is to relate these processes at successive levels to one another in order to understand the whole (moving) picture of biological, psychological, and social actions that we observe as cultural behavior.

Yoshi Kashima’s chapter, “Culture, Narrative, and Human Motivation,” addresses the question not of what motivation is or of how motivational processes are organized but of how it is internalized, and proposes that the answer lies in the universal, everyday, “world-making” business of narrative. Narrative shapes our motives by shaping our goals and the way we attain these goals, as well as our perceptions, and our ways of remembering and thinking and feeling. The link between motivation and culture is thus formed by the transformation of the collective cultural narrative into the personal, self-narrative, the individual’s account of the world and his or her place in it. And just as the formation of the narrative in the culture is something that goes on without reflection by those who are part of the process, so the internal version does its work without our person consciousness.

Applying the levels construct, the book then moves to the highest or most social level of analysis with two contributions in the section “Social and Interpersonal Processes.” Russell Geen and John Shea, in chapter 3, “Social Motivation and Culture,” trace the changing conceptions of how the social group impacts apparently directly on the behaviors of individuals in two opposite ways: social facilitation of action and social loafing. The first of these has been studied for much longer, and explanatory theories have gone through a succession of stages, from an early reliance on reductionistic concepts such as drive and habit to the realization that cognitive and social explanations have better explanatory power and also help to unite these apparently opposite human tendencies within one conceptual scheme. The authors propose that the need for social inclusion (or the anxiety of being excluded) provides a good account of these tendencies, and that possibly culture itself “provides a buffer against one’s own vulnerability and mortality.” But they also show how cultures of different kinds can engender outer motives and behaviors that are different, even opposite in nature.

Robin Goodwin, in chapter 4, “Cross-Cultural Personal Relationships,” provides us with a comprehensive review of the ways people relate to one another at the intimate level in various cultures, particularly ways of handling friendship, romantic attachments, and marital relationships. He posits that such relationships have a critical role in cultural and political change. Beginning from the early attempts merely to extend findings about relationships in Western countries, and the inadequate account of the findings given by sociobiologists, he focuses on cultural differentials such as those provided by Geert Hofstede and Shalom Schwartz and the less-well-known Mary Douglas, which seem to provide promising ways of integrating findings at the level of culture and of the individual. However, his own work in Russia and elsewhere provides cautions about the ease of arriving at a complete account, which he sees as requiring much more systematic research.

The next section, “Personal Values and Motives,” continues the attempt to provide links between cultures and individuals by looking at the ways that values and particularly pervasive motives are shaped by culture and help to shape the behavior of individuals within cultures. Shalom Schwartz’s chapter, “Values and Culture,” begins by reminding us of the explanatory range of the values concept, which is seen to transcend situations in providing our “mental programming” of beliefs, feelings, goals, and behavioral standards. He reviews the well-known work of Hofstede, which provided a set of four cultural dimensions for values that has underpinned many subsequent studies of the relationships between culture and action since its publication in the early 1980s. However, the generality of Hofstede s findings have been questioned on several grounds, and Schwartz presents us with an alternative conceptualization based on his own systematic investigations around the globe. This new system is then shown to provide natural groupings of countries based on common historical and cultural developments.

Stephen Wilson looks at one of the most often cited master motives in Western societies, self-actualization, in chapter 6, “Self-Actualization and Culture.” In particular, he raises the question of why there are no fully developed theories of sociocultural change to explain this phenomenon. He suggests that sociologists have downplayed the importance of self-actualization because of their critique of modern society, which assumes that people are motivated primarily by status, power, and wealth, and that modern people are self-absorbed and individualistic. He then reviews the work of four social scientists—John Hewitt, Anthony Giddens, Kenneth Gergen, and Stephen Marks—which has provided a more positive view: self-actualization is capable of providing commitment to the ever-shifting roles required by modern society and an openness to experience and zest for living, and this can provide the foundation for a comprehensive sociocultural theory of self-actualization. In this chapter, culture is defined in relation to historical development rather than geographical regions.

Chapter 7, “Conformity, Calculation, and Culture,” is also contributed by a sociologist, James Valentine. His extensive studies of conformity in Japanese society yield the paradoxical finding that although the Japanese concur with Western observers in viewing themselves as conformist, with fear of exclusion and loss of face as the underlying motivation, this masks a profound and pervasive nonconformity, or conformity to a deviant group norm. Valentine’s carefully worked analysis of this paradox relates the person’s “strategic calculation” of his or her outer self-presentation in relation to inner feelings, and he then shows how a similar analysis might apply to findings from Britain and from other cultures normally considered quite different from Japan.

Another kind of linkage between the social/cultural and the interpersonal levels is provided in the next section, “Intercultural Exchange in the Workplace.” Chapter 8, “Work Motivation and Culture,” by Henry Kao and Ng Sek-Hong, takes issue with the assumption frequently made in the West, namely, that life at work is invariably motivated by concern with personal satisfactions and individualistically “making it.” Focusing on Eastern perceptions of the centrality of a moral commitment to the group as the basis of work motivation, the authors elucidate for us how the modern East Asian economies like Japan, Hong Kong, and China have shown the capacity to develop different hybrid motivational systems that suit their unique situations and histories. They have embraced critical features of the capitalistic approach in combination with traditional values such as trust in the family or organization and the duty to persevere in the face of adversity. The authors suggest that Western countries that wish to emulate the economic successes of the East should not try to import these motivational systems across the cultural divide but build on their own traditional versions of similar values. Multinational companies, acting both as standard-bearers for one culture and guests of another, can provide the conduit for the exchange of valuable elements from both.

Kao and Ng’s point is reinforced by Stuart Carr and Malcolm MacLachlan in chapter 9, “Motivational Gravity.” Their social psychological model of how personal motivation for achievement actually works in the social context of the workplace demonstrates how little attention has been paid to the social cost of the self-promotion that is taken for granted as the basis for career progress. They argue that these costs are particularly heavy in multinational settings with a combination of collectivistic or egalitarian values among peers and job insecurity among managers. Carr and MacLachlan review a range of evidence, mainly from Third World countries, that supports their argument that individual achievement is likely to be held in check by “pull-down” from peers combined with “push-down” from superiors. Such “motivational gravity” not only thwarts the economic objectives of the organizations concerned but puts into question the presumed link between achievement motivation and satisfaction from productivity. Fresh theories of motivation at work thus have much to gain from consideration of how particular cultural situations affect the way that motives are worked out in practice.

“Intrapsychic Processes,” the next section, has three chapters that look at aspects of motivation that are intensely private but nevertheless have very powerful effects on behavior and may be the most important motivational forces in life. William Wedenoja and Elisa Sobo, in chapter 10, “Unconscious Motivation and Culture,” unite the ideas of the dynamic unconscious of repressed affective material with which Freud and Jung revolutionized psychology (and which anthropologists continue to apply to cultural differences and similarities in healing practices, religious experience, dreaming and symbolism, sexuality, and so on) and the modern and more prosaic cognitive unconscious, from mainstream psychology. They show this to be a powerful combination of ideas in understanding how collective cultural values, norms, beliefs, and models of how to live become transmitted to the individual without awareness as the “undeniably real” world that we inhabit.

Joan Miller, in “Cultural Conceptions of Duty,” chapter 11, explores an aspect of motivation that is rarely featured in texts: the tension felt by Westerners between morality and duty to the social group on the one hand, and self-expression and satisfaction of personal desires on the other. She contrasts this with the situation in certain collectivistic societies such as the Hindu, in which individuals are seen as naturally social and performance of duty is therefore personally satisfying. She reviews evidence that in such societies endogenous motivation is associated with acting from a sense of social obligation and shows that whereas moral agency is universal, its expression is culturally variable.

John Schumaker’s “Religious Motivation Across Cultures,” chapter 12, makes the case that religion represents one of the few truly universal human traits: no culture is devoid of religious beliefs and practices. Even in apparently secular societies, such as in parts of modern Europe, or irreligious countries, such as those repressed by Marxism, there is evidence of alternative forms of secondary religious activity continuing in such form as cults, New Age beliefs, and invisible worship that come out into the open when circumstances allow. He proposes that this is because religion provides protection from our own fears, gives us the feeling of control, because there is an instinctual need for it or because (to quote one of his references), “people cannot tolerate an unrelenting diet of the rational.”

”The Biology and Culture Nexus,” which is the last section but not the least in its importance in the picture of motivation across cultures, has two chapters, both of which could be said to be concerned with the nature/nurture issue. Dona Lee Davis points out in “Sexual Motivation Across Cultures,” that there has been little cross-cultural research on sexual motivation, as distinct from descriptions of behaviors. Partly as a consequence, medical and psychoanalytic interpretations of similarities and differences in sexuality between cultures have held sway. Davis reviews some of the evidence collected by anthropologists that shows that marriage and sexual behaviors have to be seen in the context of wider cultural concerns, for example, the New Guinea Sambian tribal males’ preoccupation with aggression and with their physical strength and domination of women. She also discusses feminist critiques of medical assumptions about the healthiness of supposedly normal sexual desires and behaviors, citing the negative impacts of gender inequality and traditional views of the woman’s sexual role on their greater need for intimate relationships.

In the final chapter, “Aggression, Violence, and Culture,” John Paul Scott looks at the importance of the social dominance/subordination relationships on the control of aggression among animals such as wolves and humans. He takes the view that although the capacity for aggression may be in the genes, “it must be developed under a great variety of environmental and experiential processes,” so that cultural traditions are critical and social institutions such as economic organization encourage peace. Regrettably, there is resistance to change in many societies and a reluctance to acknowledge that information supplied by research (playing “a role somewhat analogous to gene mutation”) may be of the greatest importance in human societies.

Despite the fascinatingly different perspectives on the relationships between motivation and culture presented in this volume, the reader will find many common themes and echoes of common assumptions. For example, Kashima’s idea of cultural transmission through narrative can be seen as an alternative version of Wedenoja and Sobo’s unconscious transmission of cultural values; Munro’s abstract theme of levels underlies Scott’s argument about the place of experience in relation to genetic factors; and both Kao and Ng’s paper and Miller’s emphasize the moral dimension in motivation for quite different purposes. What all the authors share is a view that for motivation theory to make sense of the varieties of human behavior, we must take into account the cultural context in which the behavior occurs rather than simply the biological, cognitive, or affective forces within the individual or the social forces between people in groups. But these other forces are not relegated as irrelevant. Even if it were easy to demonstrate that culture accounts for more of the variance than the other factors, any account that relies entirely on the culture explanation leaves out how it works. So at the end we expect the reader will repeat the call so often heard in the social sciences (for example, Schweder & Sullivan, 1993), and so little listened to: the call for more cooperative cross-disciplinary research and theorizing, to provide the precise equations required at various levels of analysis for us to utilize the knowledge so far gained about the ways our cultures affect our personal motives.
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Theory and Concepts 





Chapter One

Levels and Processes in Motivation and Culture

DONALD MUNRO

DOI: 10.4324/9781315865836-2


Any consideration of the relationship of culture to motivation depends on a conception of motivation and a conception of culture that can be linked. Although definitions of motivation and culture may be suggested by other writers in this volume, and certainly have been supplied by numerous writers in the past (e.g., Rohner, 1984, or Jahoda, 1992, for culture in relation to psychology; Reeve, 1992, pp. 3–27, for motivation), to a large extent we rely on our implicit general understandings of the two terms when we discuss their relationships. Those of us who approach the relationship as psychologists, with our history of emphasis on the biological end of the scientific spectrum, tend to regard individual motivation as the main focus of attention and to have a more elaborated set of constructs for it, and perhaps a rather simplistic conception of culture as an agglomeration of individual behaviors, values, beliefs, and so on—especially those that are evident in cross-cultural encounters. Anthropologists, on the other end of the spectrum, tend to center on culture as the important domain and view individual motivation as a function of the larger society in which the individual is a member. Furthermore, and perhaps more important, the direction of causality is likely to be seen to flow from the area in which we are expert to the other; that is, psychologists “explain” culture in terms of individual motivation but anthropologists tend to do the reverse. Psychologists tend to be reductionistic in accounting for social and cultural phenomena by reference to cognition, learning, and biology; cultural theorists tend to be “upwardly reductionistic” by accounting for individual behavior in terms of group processes and history, and socially constructed meaning.

In this chapter an attempt is presented to get beyond the limitations of our perspectives by looking at individual psychology and the group culture within a single framework. This framework has previously been proposed (Munro, 1992) as a solution to a very similar problem within psychology itself, namely, the schism between those who espouse a neuropsychological reductionism and a positivist perspective as the solution to the unification of psychology, and those who regard a relativistic and socially constructed reality as the more ontologically valid perspective on the discipline. One might add in passing that there is a related tension between scientists and practitioners, between those who see themselves as seeking fundamental and universally generalizable truths and those who rely on working hypotheses about ever-changing practical realities.

The model proposed here is holistic in the sense that all aspects of human behavior are seen as interlocking systems but differentiated in terms of a number of levels of analysis. This feature enables us to realize that we are dealing with only one ultimate reality, so biology and culture are not regarded as incommensurable. A principal gain from this awareness is that it is no longer necessary to focus on one domain as the preeminent basis for explanations about human action. However, we can legitimately focus on particular levels of that reality for different purposes—indeed, we must do so, because it is humanly impossible to comprehend everything at once.

The second major feature of the model is that it is primarily focused on process rather than structure, on action rather than things, while recognizing that structures provide useful snapshots (or freeze-frames) of action at particular points in time. Although psychological theorists have long recognized the desirability of considering both structure and process (Marx & Hillix, 1979; Koch & Leary, 1985), there has been a strong tendency for them to adopt structuralist models and methodologies, and to investigate fixed entities such as intellectual capacity, personality factors, inherited or learned motives, enduring values and beliefs, established social relationships between people, and so on. Even the notion of change (as in the development of the child) is dealt with indirectly as the difference between a starting state and a finishing state rather than as something happening.

A problem with traditional psychologists’ accounts is that we have a concept of ourselves as scientists investigating ontological truths rather than practitioners concerned with ongoing social action. Our journals are full of “findings” about what is. We have tended to think that knowledge is cumulative and that eventually we will know everything that is worth knowing about human behavior. But in this chapter we will regard most research findings as ephemeral, as mere snapshots of how things were at particular points in the human family story, and we will concentrate on how to understand and influence ongoing and future action at the level of the person, and how this is affected by (and affects) the set of dynamic processes called culture.


Processes and Levels of Analysis

Adopting a focus on process allows us to define motivation as an explanation for coherent action. In a sense, a truly comprehensive theory of motivation must be a theory of the whole of psychology, or even of social science in general, because every muscle twitch, every neuronal firing, every tiny gesture a person makes, at the micro level, and every human life, every family story, every culture’s history, at the macro level, must be accountable—not just retrospectively but prospectively too. Although we may build a theory abstract enough to accomplish this, in practice we are concerned with particular sequences of identifiable events. How we isolate these sequences and focus on them is itself a function of psychological processes that complexly involve biological, cognitive, social, and ultimately cultural processes. Our theory, then, needs not only to be reasonable psychologically but to be capable of encompassing the various things that people in varied cultures will want to account for.

By the same token, culture is not earthenware and metal artifacts, or buildings and towns, or books and universities, or the structure of families and organizations, or the structure of beliefs and values per se but the collective human action that is determined by these things and structures (and that produces new things and structures that determine new actions in the next generation). This is what is meant by the perhaps tired but true expression that culture is alive. Furthermore, it is coherent human action, in the same sense as given above in defining motivation. Thus, to comprehend culture we have to understand the various forces that shape human motivation.

The basic idea of processes occurring at different levels may be explained through a diagram (see Munro, 1992, p. 113), but equally by asking the reader to bring to mind any event or action. An event in the purely physical world will do, for example, the explosion of a star or the collision of two subatomic particles, but a human behavior would be most appropriate in this case. That action is bound to be part of a chain of events leading up to it and then into the future: we normally construe that some other event or events caused it to happen, and others in turn will flow from it, if we allow our imaginations to play through a few successive “frames of the movie.” But there are other things in the picture, too, some out of focus and some invisible altogether. Those that are out of focus are other parallel event chains, things that are going on at the same time though they have no discernible connection with our imaginary action. As the reader sits reading this chapter (itself an example of an action sequence) millions of other entirely unconnected things are going on in the world. We might also include things that are not actually happening, although the necessary components are available. We tend as scientists to relegate such hypothetical action to the realm of the fiction writer, ignoring the thought that what happened last time may not happen next time. That possibility is the very stuff of motivation.

Some event chains are unique and never recur. They are detectable because they are unusual, and attribution theorists (e.g., Heider, 1958) have pointed out that we have trouble accounting for them. Some events are recurrent; that is, they are in a circular chain of events, or are linked to other cyclical events so that they can be anticipated. Many biological events are of this kind, including motivated behaviors that are driven by diurnal phenomena in the outside world or cyclical needs in the organism, such as eating and sleeping. And some event chains “feed back” on themselves, thus providing control over their recurrence; the cybernetic loop involved is the basis for the study of all kinds of systems, whether biological or social, natural or engineered by humans (Miller, 1978; Weinberg, 1979). The turning on of a heater by a thermostat and satiation of biological needs are notable examples of such feedback, and also of the recurring processes just mentioned. Examples can also be found at the level of the social group and in the wider society, though they typically involve very much more extended and convoluted chains of events, so they are even more difficult to apprehend directly—in fact, they are often viewed as constructions of the human mind rather than “real” processes (e.g., Gergen, 1990).

Depending on how wide a purview we adopt, at any one level large numbers of such event chains are simultaneously activated, involving many singular events or actions. Some event chains are causally linked, though others may appear to be independent at a particular point in time. Perhaps the best way to imagine this is to think of it as a pattern of overlapping circles (or daisy chains), that represent not things but sequences of events. These events can be represented as a, b, c, and so on (or individual daisies), which are parts of event chains A, B, C, and so on. Where circles intersect is the point at which they affect one another because they have some part of their processes in common. For example, the series of events a, b, c, … within A may depend on a particular condition being fulfilled at event c, which is also part of sequence B; until the series of events in B satisfies that condition, the sequence in A will be interrupted and suspended in time. In this way sequence B controls sequence A. Let us say A represents you reading the morning newspaper, involving turning pages, scanning, reading an item, as a, b, c, and B represents you having a simultaneous conversation with your spouse about the news, involving spoken phrases a, b, c. Then A may be suspended at point b while you listen to a question, d in B. In this way, the conversation B controls your newspaper reading A at this point of overlap.

The causality may also be bidirectional–possibly the sequence B is also dependent on sequence A’s being “ready” to receive the information at the common node. Given that the number of event chains A, B, C, and so on is very large (and each has varying numbers of components a, b, c, and so on), it is clear that the number of ways that the overall set of overlapping events can go is immense.



Complexity

A Full understanding of the behavior of such assemblages depends on knowing their structure, what the rules are at the common nodes (e.g., the social rules about listening to the other person), and what is going on in each component. Sometimes this knowledge is obtainable and can be comprehended, and we can therefore predict what will happen in the near future within this limited universe. But sometimes we cannot see what is going on, and the system appears to be behaving in a chaotic fashion. The outcome can be interesting or even beautiful in its effects if it is possible to observe it (Gleick, 1987), even though we cannot understand it easily or predict what will happen next. However, most life forms seem to have a strong tendency toward self-organization (Waldrop, 1992), such that particularly viable kinds of process tend to occur in nature more often than chaotic or random ones. Human behavior usually seems coherent to the observer, in that particular action sequences always follow each other, so we can learn to predict what will happen next. Brain processes and perhaps the behavior of cultures also show such self-organization.

The difficulty of obtaining a complete understanding of these complex processes and the beginnings of efforts to tackle the problems, are contained in a recent conference announcement carried by electronic mail on the Internet. In a call for papers for a conference on complexity in organizations, Anderson (1996) summarizes the situation (quoted at length with the permission of the author; some punctuation added):


“Complex organizations” have been an important arena in organizational studies for decades. Historically, organizational scholars have examined vertical complexity (the number of levels in a hierarchy), horizontal complexity (the number of differentiated departments), and spatial complexity (the geographic dispersion of organizational subunits). Organizational environments have also been characterized as more or less complex depending on how heterogeneous and dispersed resources are within them.

However, a different view of complexity is emerging that may have important implications for organizational scholarship. Within the past decade, interest in the “sciences of complexity” has increased dramatically. The study of complex system dynamics has perhaps progressed farthest in the natural sciences, but it is also beginning to penetrate the social sciences. This interdisciplinary field of study is still pre-paradigmatic, and it embraces a wide variety of approaches. Although it is not yet clear whether a genuine science of complexity will emerge, it does seem clear that scholars in a variety of fields are viewing complexity in a different way than organizational scholars traditionally have.

A number of findings now seem fairly well established, including the following:


	Many dynamic systems do not reach an equilibrium (either a fixed point or a cyclical equilibrium).

	Processes that appear to be random may actually be chaotic, in other words may revolve around identifiable types of “attractors.” Tests exist that can detect whether apparently random processes are in fact chaotic.

	Two entities with very similar initial states can follow radically divergent paths over time….

	Very complex patterns can arise from the interaction of agents following relatively simple rules. These patterns are “emergent” in the sense that new properties appear at each level in a hierarchy.

	Complex systems may resist reductionist analyses. In other words, it may not be possible to describe some systems simply by holding some of their subsystems constant in order to study other subsystems.

	Time series that appear to be random walks may actually be fractals with self-reinforcing trends. In such cases we may observe a “hand of the past” in operation.

	Complex systems may tend to exhibit “self-organizing” behavior. Starting in a random state, they may naturally evolve toward order instead of disorder.




Time and Causality

Motivational processes have been denned as coherent series of actions. When we identify a behavior as motivated, it is usually because we have noticed it before in the same person or in other people; it seems to have a beginning (a cause) and an end or terminating condition (which may lie in the future, and defines the objective that the person appears or persons appear to be pursuing). Similarly, cultures may be identified by coherent patterns of behavior that keep recurring in certain (groups of) people, and that seem to have some reason for them and some purpose as well. Thus, to understand both motivation and culture requires that we study the structure of the ongoing processes and the rules that seem to control the flow of action where processes intersect. It is clear from Anderson’s (1996) summary that this will be no easy task.

A fundamentally important point is that events happen in time. This means that causes and effects are separated in time, and causality is therefore less obvious unless we can observe for extended periods. In general, events at the lower (more micro) levels of reality are faster. It is easier for the physicists, chemists, or biologists to understand what is going on at their levels of understanding than it is for the psychologist, and it is generally easier for the psychologist than for the sociologist or anthropologist because events recur at shorter intervals in time at the biological levels than at societal levels. Things happen within a society that can be understood only if our historians can provide accounts of events that are detailed enough for the various levels of analysis to be taken into account. This is one of the problems of the study of culture, and to a lesser extent in regard to an understanding of individual motivation.

The major task of the investigator and theorist is to link the action sequence at any level to those in adjacent levels, and so on until an exhaustive understanding has been achieved. As we move “down” one level, we encounter a similar picture in terms of event actions and chains but involving different kinds of actions. Thus, if our original action sequence concerns a social event involving two persons (embedded in a field of other social events), at the lower level, we have two sets of individual behavioral actions (which are independent from each other at this level, though they may share structural similarities). Moving down another level we would account for these behaviors in terms of the action sequences performed by the person, which may also be largely autonomous or unrelated to one another, and at yet another level down, we would begin to make use of internal “psychological” or “mental” action sequences. If we continue this, we arrive at the stuff of neuroscience and eventually physics; if we proceed upward, we arrive at processes of interest to sociologists and anthropologists, including those that are typically taken to characterize particular cultural groups.

Two important issues remain to be clarified. One is the number of such levels; the other is the relationship between them, particularly in respect to causality. The number of levels is not specified as part of the theory. There is a convenient division between levels reflected in professional and subprofessional disciplines: between psychology and anthropology and between neuroscience, cognitive psychology, social psychology, and so forth. To a large extent this is a practical matter of how clearly we are able to differentiate analytic levels conceptually and how specific our observational methods are. However, it should be pointed out that many of the theoretical problems in the social sciences can be attributed to a tendency to confuse levels of analysis and to jump between noncontiguous levels in providing “explanations” of phenomena (Munro, 1992). Thus, for example, body healing processes are accounted for by mental or social events without regard to the intervening levels; although the demonstration of a correlation in time between clearly separate processes is useful and suggestive, it does not provide an adequate explanation of causality.

Various suggestions have been made as to specific levels: clinical psychologists Sundberg, Tyler, and Taplin (1973, p. 101) suggested cell, organ, individual, group, organization, society, and supranational. Social psychologists Breakwell and Rowett (1982) used intrapsychic (cognition, affect, and basic personality), interpersonal, intragroup, and intergroup, and their scheme was largely adopted by Doise (1986), though with definitional changes. And last, three philosophers of the social sciences, Harré, Clarke, and de Carlo (1985), in Motives and Mechanisms, used three levels: neurological, psychological, and social. A number of natural-science writers and philosophers of science have used similar schemes (see Munro, 1992, p. 113); one of the most recent contributions stems from the ideas of James Miller, a major contributor to general systems theory for many years, proposing eight levels from cell to supranational system (Miller & Miller, 1995, p. 172). If we consider the levels that are represented in conventional motivation theories (see any text such as Reeve, 1992), at least eight to ten levels might be required to do justice to the range of possibilities, even if we ignore subcellular and suprahuman system levels such as viruses and the biosphere.

The main point to be emphasized here is that it is critical to understand that each level should provide a complete account of actions at that level in its own terms. When we talk about the social behavior of persons in a small group we can provide descriptions and observations of sequential (possibly causal) effects without reference to any other level; the social group in question is part of a larger society. But when we move to describing how the group interacts with other groups at that level, we are talking about the behavior of groups, not of individual persons. Similarly, cognitive processes such as remembering and problem solving should be related to one another at their level of analysis; apparently linked neural events are at a lower level of explanation and apparently consequential behavioral acts are at a higher level of explanation. Thus, we should not explain thinking as “just neural activity” or the behavior of a nation of peoples as merely aggregated individual actions. In particular, the patterns of social interactions that are sometimes taken to define a cultural group are not simply the combined effect of a number of individuals; they can be accounted for by social processes that might often appear abstract but that are just as real as the motor behavior of an individual or the electrochemical action of a neurone. Furthermore, by the same principle operating in the opposite direction, human behaviors are not simply due to persons’ family roles or the cultural group to which they belong.

Further to the above, actions at any level should not be mapped simplistically onto those at adjacent levels. It is in this respect that the model is most different from the conventional hierarchical structural models relevant to atoms, molecules, cells, organs, and so on. A handshake between two people is not just a set of motor behaviors nor just a social action—it can be explained in terms of relationships and actions (including speech and other forms of communication) at its own level of analysis. Furthermore, there are some actions that are meaningful at this particular level but do not feature in the next level up. Neurones do many things that have no effect on thinking; people can do many things while in a social group that have no effect on the actions of the group that affect its relationship to other groups; and some aspects of the interaction between groups can be studied quite independently from the society or culture of which they are part. Nevertheless, the task of linking or “articulating” levels (Doise, 1986) in order to reveal correspondences and causal relationships is a central task of theoretical social science.

Finally, causality is of fundamental importance in the consideration of motivation because the basic motivational question is “Why did s/he really do that?”, that is, there is a search for the locus of the ultimate cause of a particular behavior. As has already been mentioned, in looking at conventional theories of motivation, we find causes being postulated at all levels, from the cell to society (and in the case of sociobiological theory, the evolution of life itself). Also mentioned before, we search for causality within the particular level that interests us, by looking for the prior events or conditions that initiated action sequences that appear to be motivated or by looking for the conditions that will terminate them—the apparent goals of the person. Theoreticians tend to look for causality at other levels (reductionistically or contextually); lay people tend to look for antecedents and goals on the same level, leading to further confusion.

I take the view that any human behavior transcends all levels, so that attempts to determine a particular level to which causality can be traced are futile, except to the extent that we learn about the links between levels. All actions are represented at the cellular level, are neurally mediated, involve cognition, are behavioral, are part of what is going on interpersonally, and are functionally determined by society, simultaneously. Furthermore, all human behavior is embedded within ongoing processes at any of these levels, and the identification of prior conditions or final terminators for motivated behavior is arbitrary. Which particular theory we use to account for actions and bring them under control if we are helping professionals or managers of some sort is a matter of convenience and ease of understanding. To a large extent, choice of theories in any field is determined by technology, by what tools are available. This does not mean that alternative theories are invalid. To try to control a neurotic behavior in a particular person, or his or her coming late for work, or his or her antisocial behavior by changing society or the culture of the group to which that person belongs is not wrong in principle but very inefficient in practice.

In this chapter we do not concern ourselves with the practical matter of “motivating” people in the conventional sense but concentrate on understanding their motivations in the context of culture. In line with the foregoing explanation of causality in the model, we can adopt McGuire’s (1983, p. 7) dictum “Because all hypotheses are true, all are false”; that is, in understanding motivation we can give consideration to a wide variety of explanations at different levels of analysis, each of which is able to provide a partial account of the behavior in focus.



Linking Motivation and Culture in the Common Framework

It has become common in the social sciences to interpret motivation in terms of (more or less conscious) desires and strategies for attaining various goals (e.g., D’Andrade & Strauss, 1992), which may be seen as having been socially constructed and internalized through the social group and culture in which the person grows. The approach adopted here is not incompatible with that position, though we take the view there are (also) “real” events going on in the external world, only some of which are concerned with others’ interpretations and evaluations. Thus, motivation cannot be interpreted, even from the standpoint of the anthropologist, simply as “the product between events and things in the social world and the interpretation of those events and things in people’s psyches” (Strauss, 1992, p. 1).

Similarly, culture is not just “integrated, stable sets of meanings and practices unproblematically reproduced through socialized actors” (Strauss, 1992, p. 1), or “socially established structures of meaning” (Geertz, 1973, p. 12), or the “software of the mind” (Hofstede, 1991, title). Human cultures have multiple aspects, but clearly all of them are connected in some way with human action processes, whether they be artifacts (ranging from earthenware produced by our primitive ancestors to the contents of libraries), behaviors (ranging from motor habits to particular ways of thinking, communicating, and influencing the behaviors of others), or abstractions (beliefs and knowledge) about the world, about ourselves and other people, and about our products and about our own abstractions.

D’Andrade (1992) comes closer to a multilevel view of motivation in relation to culture in saying (p. 3, original italics), “Cultural models … can have motivational force because these models not only label and describe the world but also set forth goals (both conscious and unconscious) and elicit or include desires.” These models are transmitted, according to D’Andrade, as schemas, which are “conceptual structures” that tell the person how to react when certain situations arise (a better term for such structures might be script, after the artificial-intelligence theories of Abelson, 1981, and others). D’Andrade’s conception also includes that “schemas are processes, not objects” (p. 29), and “instigate action” because they “can function as goals,” so the similarity of his theory to that presented here can easily be seen.

It should be added that culture can also affect motivation at lower, physical levels, in that cultures produce artifacts and alter the environment in such a way that other mental processes that serve motivational states are also affected. To take a very simple example, the nature of the buildings in which we live and work (and that are, of course, products of our culture) imposes certain constraints on what we can do, and over time we learn to limit what we aspire to do, in order (sometimes literally) to avoid “hitting our heads against a brick wall.” Much more important, information and the interpretations of it that are produced by culture similarly limit behaviors and are therefore part of the motivational environment.

Perceiving that there is culture is (the result of) a process, as is the perception that there are different cultures. Although modern social scientists are happy to use broadly accepted concepts of culture in talking about the groups and practices with which they are familiar, few would gainsay that the boundaries of cultures are fuzzy and arbitrary and depend largely on the purposes of the person (whether scientist or layperson) who is describing them. In terms of accounting for my motivation, I may have more in common with a Russian-speaking Eskimo who has trained as a psychologist than with my brother who practices another profession. What we are doing when we describe a particular human culture as different from others is to engage in an intuitive (that is, largely socially but unconsciously learned) process, akin to the statistical procedure of cluster analysis, in connection with things and behaviors that vary along a very large number of dimensions. This process is itself a product of the culture of the observers and is affected by their current motivational goals.

The promotion of such a holistic view may leave some readers distinctly uneasy that we may never be able to analyze culture and motivation problems. But the requirement to consider the larger model of human activity and to be aware of the limitations and the ephemeral nature of local linkages between particular cultures (or cultural differences) and particular motivational states does not make these exercises pointless. For everyday practical purposes, such as planning clinical interventions or managing people in work organizations, such local models are essential. Furthermore, such model making as is engaged in by other writers in this volume leads us toward the proper goal of the theorist: to map comprehensively the myriad linkages within and between levels of understanding of both motivational and cultural phenomena.
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