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The essay attempts a cntical review of the current studies of the mother-child interaction. A
particular focus is placed on their lack of concern with the socio-cultural implications and signifi-
cances of the subject. A guiding assumption is that the motherchild interaction is not only an
educational ground for the child's leamning of language or behavioral coordination, but also a
socio-cultural event that is necessarily subject to specific contextual correlates. Psychoanalysis is
picked up to represent the tradition concerned with the relational, but not the interactional aspect of
the mother-child interaction. Bowlby's idea 1s dealt with to discuss the conventional understanding of

the interactive nature. Vygotskian thesis is discussed to examine the social interactionist perspective.

Finally, recent studies on the communicative aspects of the mother-child interaction are examined. An

appeal for a socio-cultural approach to the mother-child interaction is made.

It goes without saying that a child does not
grow by himself/herself. A child’s developmental
process involves a social interaction with adult
members of the society. The end product of the
development is the child’s acquisition of mean-
ings, values, and norms of the society. The
child’s development cannot be conceptualized
other than as a socialization process, which :s
governed and maintained by the specific
socio-cultural context in which the child is situ-
ated.

The argument of the present essay 1s that this
sociogenetic thesis of child development has rare-

ly been recognized in studies on child develop-

ment. For a long time, biological mechanisms
have constituted the core of child development.
For those who have heen concerned with the
socio-cultural environment, the focus has been to
investigate its effects on the child’'s cognitive or
linguistic development, but not on the general
socialization process. The socio-cultural character
of the developmental process itself has long gone
unnoticed.

The present essay attempts to point out this
conceptual bias of the current studies of child
development, especially in the area of the mother-
-child interaction. Traditional as well as recent

communicative approaches to the mother-child in-
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teraction will be reviewed and efforts will be
made to document the asocial nature of these
approaches to this fundamentally social and cultu-
ral nature of child experience. The efforts are
expected to bring attention to the predicament
embedded in the current studies of child develop-
ment and hasten our endeavors toward a formula-
tion of a socio-cultural framework of child de-

velopment.

Mother-Child Interaction |:
Traditional approach

Psychoanalysis

It was Sigmund Freud(1964) who first noted the

developmental significance of the child’s rela-
tionship with a mother. he wrote that an infant
was born with various lihidous needs, and that
successful gratifications of these needs were the
crucial determinants of his/her personality in
adulthood. Many other psychoanalysts(e.g..
Benedek, 1938 ; Erikson, 1963) also noted that
the constantly attained gratification of physiolo-
gical needs led the child to develop a sense of
trust 1n his/her environment. Current theorists of
mother-child interaction (e.g., Lamb, 1981a,
1981b) also agree on the positive effect of the
mother’s responsive nursing behavior on the emer-
gence of trust, security, confidence, predictabili-
ty and reliability in the environment, and believe
that it becomes the fundamental basis for a heal-
thy development.

It is truism that a child, in his/her early period,
is high on physiological demads, and a caregiver’s
main responsibility is to attend to these basic
needs. It is not totaly inconcervable that there are

some psychological buds growing out of the

child’s experiences of such physiological or biolo-
gical satisfactions. As a focus is placed on the
child’s biological needs, however, the socially
constructed interactional dynamic between the
mother and child receives relatively little atten-
tion. According to the psychoanalytic view, it is
basically the child’s physiological needs that are
assumed to trigger the maternal contact with the
child. In principle, as long as the gratification of
needs is attained, there is no more reason for the
mother and child to interact, unless there occurs
another session of need-arousal. The child’'s phy-
siological needs unilaterally govem the whole pro-
cedure of the establishment of the relationship.
The lack of concern of the psychoanalysis with
interactive aspect is not solely due to its
adoption of tension - reduction princide. The
psychoanalysts’ heavy reliance on notions of
affect as the central mechanism of the mother’s
behavior partially shares the responsibility. For
example, in explaining the development of trust,
Erikson(1963) noted that trust depended not only

on the mother’s predictable behavior but also on

the mother’s confidence in her behavior. But
there 1s no specific explanation regarding how this
confidence 1s enacted in an interactional situation.
Similarly, Winnicott(1971) expressed that a
mother played a role of mirror, but the empirical
manifestations of this role of mirror are far from
being clear.

1t is not denied that the child has a keen sensi-
bility to the emotional state of the caregiver (Cam-
pos, 1984; Klinnert, Campos, Sorce, Emde, &
Svejda, 1983), nor that the motherchild rela-
tionship is colured by affective mood(Spitz, 1965).
Rather, a point here is that the affective accounts
of mother-could interaction is more metaphoric

than empirically heuristic. They are unable to un-
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ravel the actual ongoing processes beghind the
affective psychological constructs. There affective
terms lack in explanatory power. “Mirrored ima-
ge”, “empathy”, love, or hatred does not provide
precise information on what actually happens dur-
ing the chil’s interaction with his/her caregiver
The reciprocal exchange between the mother
and child is largely missed in the psychoanalytic
approach, The mother’s role is reduced to a mere
nursing activity, and its scaffolding function for
the construction of dynamic patterns of social in-
teraction with the child is not recognized. Interac-

tive nature of the relationship is yet to he noticed.

Attachment theory

While the psychoanalytic model views the
child’s physiological needs as the basic element in
framing a mother-child relationship, attachment
theory sees the child’s predisposed behavioral sys-
tems as the underpinnings of the child’s tie to a
mother. Bowlby(1969) noted that a child is bom
with many preprogrammed behavioral responses,
such as suckling, clinging, crying, or smiling, and
through the mother's responsive assistance, these
behaviors become a basis of the mother-child in-
teraction. The child seeks proximity by emitting
his/her behavioral response, and the mother re-
sponds to the child’s initial signals and fulfills
his/her interactive attempt. The child is merely
endowed with potentials to develop a certain kind
of system, and their actualization is at the mercy
of the child’s interaction with the environment.

Bowlby’s thesis on the responsive attitude of
the mother and its effect on the child’s behavior
was purported in a well known study by Bell and
Ainsworth(1972). The authors showed that con-

sistency and promptness of maternal response

were assoctated with a decline in frequency and
duration of infant crying. The study demonstrated
that the child’s behavior could be regulated by the
mother’s responses. Recent studies on a mic-
ro-level of analysis of motherchild interaction
have also provided supportive data for the recip-
rocal nature of the relationship(Schaffer, 1977). In
particular, the detailed descriptions of the mother’s
behavioral coordinations to the child’s behavioral
initiatives, such as gaze coordination(Stern, 1974),
postural coorientation(Collins & Shaffer, 1975),
clearly show the dyadic orgaization of the mother-
-child interaction.

These studies constitute a generally improved
understanding of the nature of the mother-child
interaction. They bring attention to the fact that
an imporatant feature of the interaction is the in-
terplay of the child’s initial potentials and the
mother’s responsive attitudes. However, they have
completely neglected one of the premises of this
essay, namely, that the mother's responses are
socially and culturally conducted behavior.
Socio-cultural context it not an eiphenomenon. lt
is integral to the mother's lived experience. But in
the current studies of mother-child interaction, the
mother’s behavior 1s viewed as an ahistorically
sanitized response emitted to the stimulus released
from the child. Variations in the mother's be-
haviors are thought to be only a function of the
child’s behavioral repertoire.

This S-R type of reciprocity between the
mother and child represent’s the ethologists view-
point of human behavior. Ethologists(e. g.,
Lorenz, 1935 ; Tinbergen, 1951), who have been
interested in unlearned or instinctive behaviors of
animals, note that a great deal of the mother’s
behavioral repertoires in other species are instinc-

tive responses that are automatically released by
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specific external stimuli. Likewise, the reactions
of the young to their parents are species-specific
behaviors that are biologically preprogrammed.
According to this view, the reciprocity between
the mother and child is also a result of a series of
SR relations, of which bonds are innately deter-
mined by the specific properties of the stimulus
from the other party. This ethological viewpoint
underlies Bowlby’s ideas and consolidated its
basis as a major conceptual framework of the cur-
rent mother-child interaction studies.

The consequence of this quasi-mechanical,
quast-ethological S-R perspective is immediately
evident. Researchers become less concerned with
ecological, socio-cultural variables of the mother's
behavior. They tend to believe in the universality
of the mother’s behavior and depreciate the value
of the mother-child interaction as a social learning
ground. It 1s far from being clear to these resear-
chers that the mother and child interaction is basi-
cally a socialization process through which the
sociocultural orders are transmitted to the new
members of the community. The socio-culture-spe-
cific factors governing the daily interactions are
largely unknown. and the social functions per-
formed by an interaction are rarely discussed. The
current literature of the motherchild interaction is
in grave need for an orientation adjustment toward

a socio-cultural view of child development.

Early social interactionism ;
The Vygotskian connection

A sociogenetic perspective puts forth the social
interaction of the child as the very basis of child
development. Vygotsky's idea most prominently

represents this sociogenetic view. He noted that,

Any function in the child’s cultural development

appears twice, or on two planes. First it appears on the
social plane and then on the psychological plane. First
it appears between people as an interpsychological
category and then within the child as intrapsychologic-
al category(Wertsch. 1981 p.103).

To him, a social interaction is not a mere tran-
sitional process through which a child's inborn
psychological properties are organized and coor-
dinated into a mature form, bhut a fundamental
ingredient of the development. Social interaction
1s the very locus of all psychological function in
that the social functions transacted at interperson-
al level are, through internalization, reorganized
mto inner psychological functions.

GGiven that the social interaction is the primary
focus of Vygotsky's writing, it seems ironic that
Vygotsky said very little about the principle that
deals with the social interation itself. Particularly,
his methodological quest brings no match to his
onginal 1dea of sociogenesis. Take an example of
double stimulation. In this procedure, the subject
1s given a task of sorting wooden blocks and the
clues to the solution are introduced stepwise, with
each new turning of a block. The gradual intro-
duction of the means of the solution enables a
researcher to observe a mental process ocurring
with an introduction of new aid. But such a
method does not help researchers observe the so-
cial, historical vestiges embedded in the behavior
under investigation.

This apparent inconsistency in his work has to
do with his basic interest in the development of
higher mental functions such as voluntary atten-
tion, memory or consciousness. As
Wertsch(1985b) pointed out, Vygotsky’s main con-
cern was with the linkage between interpsycholo-
gical and intrapsychological functioning(p.61). So-
cial interaction was introduced as an indispensible

instrument to assume the interpsychological origin
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of the intrapsychological funtioning. But his ulti-
mate interest was to see how these intersycholo-
gical functions were processed and formulated
into intrapsychological functions. Naturally, the
formation of the intrapsychological functions
bcame the primary focus of interest, and little
attention was paid to the social level of the indi-
vidual’s interaction with one another.

His thesis of sociogenesis has contributed to the
generation of a plethora of cognition studies in
relation to social interaction(Wertsch, 1981a), but
no like impetus is given to the socio-cultural na-
ture of the process, albeit the due attention to the
interactional process itself. Until recent time, his
theory of social interaction has remained a
hypothetical process that has not been brought to
a rigorous empirical examination{cf. Wertsch,
1985a). The socio-cultural nature of child develop-
ment has been discussed only in its intemalized
cognitive form, but not in their corresponding
psycho-social representation. The interactional
organization of specific sociocultural correlates of
the child’'s socialization process has gone un
noticed. At any rate, the child’s social interaction
and its socialization effect remained yet to be

recognized.

Mother-Child Interaction 1 :
Communicative approach

Motherese

While the Chomskian linguisitc and Piagetian
cognitive models of child language development
have looked at the child’s innate ability as a basis
of language learning, motherese researchers(eg.,
Newport, 1976, Snow & Ferguson, 1977) have

been concerned with the effect of the linguistic

environment. The motherese hypothesis is that
language acquisition does depend, to some de-
gree, upon the linguistic input from the environ-
ment. Researchers’ tasks have been to determine
the features of the mother’s speech which are posi-
tively correlated to the child’s language de-
velopement(cf. Banigan & Mervis, 1988 ; Bloom,
1988 : Mervis & Mervis, 1988 ; Nelson, Hir-
sh-pasek, Jusczyk, & Cassidy, 1989).

It has been found that the mother’s speech is
restricted and concrete in its vocabulary(Hayes &
Ahrens, 1988) ; short, simple and well-formed in
its sentences(Brown & Bellugi, 1964) ; rarely
complex or compund in grammatical struc-
ture(Snow, 1972). These features have been inter-
preted as facilitating language learning by quant:-
tatively controlling the amount of linguistic input
directed to the child. The mother’s speech also
assists the child with qualitative aspects of lan-
guage learning by producing “recast” types of
speech, wherein the child’s utterances are reformu-
lated in a more grammatically elaborated manner
without changing the intended meaning(Cross,
1976 ; Hoff-ginsberg, 1985).

While the effects of motherese on the child’s
language development are still debatable, 1t is
noted that no discussion has been made in regard
to the socio-cultural variations or implications of
the mother’s speech. The reported characteristics
of motherese are considered universal features
found in any socio-cultural groups. The mother's
speech is not recognized as a socio-culture-speci-
fic phenomenon. Its importance as a primary
means of the child’s socialization process is far
from being recognized. A few rare studies that
have observed socio-cultural variations and the
different socialization effects of motherese in diffe-

rent cultures demonstrate that such a linguistic



approach to the subject is a seriously flawed con-
ception.

Ochs(1982) made it clear that the functions of
the mother’s speech are not just limited to linguis-
tic lessons to a child. Rather it is a way of re-
sponding to situations in a culturally appropriate
manner and of transmitting cultural knowledge to
the child. Ochs’ argument is based on her observa-
tion of the Western Samoan mothers. Unlike
Anglo mothers, the Western Samoan mothers did
not produce expasions which were means of asses-
sing the mothers’ understanding of what a child
was expressing. Observing this cultural difference,
Ochs looked into the general cultural belief of the
Western Samoan mothers.

In Western Samoan culture, people are not con-
ceived on the central control mechanisms that
organize and direct their actions. Naturally the
intention behind one’s behavior is not an 1ssue at
all, and the clarification of exact intentions behind
a child’s utterance is hardly a prime concern of
the mother’s. Besides, the Western Samoan
mothers tended to consider the child’s egocentric

articulation as not a part of the language, and

their tradition did not expect a high status person
to adjut their prspectives to those of a lower sta-
tus. The combination of these cultural beliefs and
value systems, ochs argued, functions as a dete-
rrent to the Western Samoan mothers productionof
£Xpansion.

Ochs(1988) further noted that even the simpli-
fication of the mother's speech, which has been
known as the most distinctive feature of
motherese, was also subject to socio-cultural be-
lief. She said,

In certain societies more than others, caregivers are
expected to make rather dramatic accommodation to
young children’s cognitive immaturity -+ In societies

where this expectation prevails, such as American white
middle-class society, caregivers simplify their speech in
addressing small children. In societies where this ex-
pectation does not prevail, such as traditional Western
Samoan society and Kalue(Papua New Guinea) society,
caregivers do not simplify their speech to the extent
characteristic of the American middle class(Ochs, 1988,
p. 23)

In fact, Ochs' argument advances so far as to
propose that most of the motherese features that
have been discussed in the current literature of
motherese are subject to socio-cultural variations.
She noted that,

It 1s important to note there that all societies do not
rely on the very same set of language-socializing proce-
dures. Indeed, although prompting a child what to say
appears wide spread, expanding children’s utterances,
using leading questions, announcing activities events
for a child, and using a simplified lexicon and grammar
to do so are cross-culturally varivable(Ochs, 1986. p. 6).

An implication of all these arguments is that the
mother’s speech is greatly constrained by the sys-
tems of beliefs ad values underlying the mother’s
social life. It is a mere linguistic product of cultu-
ral expectation concerning appropriate manners of
human activities. In other words, the mother-child
interaction is basically a socialization process
through which the child comes to acquire tacit
knowledge of the social orders. Language, which
is the single most important medium of the
mother-child communicative interaction, does not
retain its neutrality when in use. Socio-cultural
information is generally encoded in the organiza-
tion of conversational discourse, as well as in the
formal features, such as phonological and mor-
phosyntactic constructions, the lexicon =+
etc{Ochs, 1986 ; Schieffelin & Ochs, 1986).

The mother’s speech cannot be viewed simply
in terms of its instrumental function for the child’s

language learning only; It is a means of transmit-



ting culturally significant knowledge to the child.
Its functional and formal features all succumb to
the socio-cultural influences, and carry within
themselves these socio-cultureal conditions, which
are transmitted to the child through daily interac-
tion. Presumably the current trend of motherese
studies which have been heavily geared to the
interest of linguistic aspects and impacts of
motherese is in a grave need of being re-illumi

nated from a socio-cultural stance.

Child communication

Traditionally, the child’s language devlopment
has been studied in its lexicogrammatical aspects.
Language development has been seen as a gradual
process of getting the appropriate items into the
linguistic repertoire according to the rules of
grammar. Recently, the interest has been extended
to communicative functions of language, and re-
searchers have come to believe that the acquisi-
tion of capacity to refer to and to mean lies at the
very heart of language learning. Bruner(1983), for
instance, noted that,

When we say that a child is acquiring language, we
must account for another aspect of what is being ac-
quired -that is, its function or communicative intent or
“how to get things dome with words” -+ Here the
criterion for judging progress in acquisition is not so
much wellformedness or sense and reference, but some-
thing more like effectivenss(p.18).

Many theorists see the locus of this communica-
tive function as lying in the child’s early social
interaction with a mother. The early dyadic rela-
tionship is viewed as creating a predicatble format
of interaction that serves as a microcosm for com-
munication. Description of the the emerging pro-
cess of the child’s communicative functions
through his/her early interaction with mother thus

becomes the main task of researchers of child
language development(Bullowa, 1979 : Golinkoff,
1983).

Their research has shown that contrary to
Piaget’s notion of egocentrism, the children, from
a very early age, have basic functions of com-
munication. They employ various forms of of
attention-getting devices to initiate a conversa-
tion(Keenan & Schieffelin, 1976 ; McTear, 1979)
; they are capable of maintaining a coherent dia-
logue by managing appropriate feedback systems
(Golinkoff, 1986 ; Wilcox & Webster, 1980) :
They maximize the communication by utilizing
situation-specific query systems(Anselmi,
Tomasello, & Acunzo, 1986 ; Pemer & Leekam,
1986). The studies have provided strong empirical
data showing that the child’s communicative com-
petence is far more sophisticated in the early
period than Piaget said.

What is not recognized in those studies, howe-
ver, is that these specific communicative skills are
not a verbal expression of semantic or syntactic
categonies. In other words, it is not within the
purview of current studies of child commurication
that the subject is basically a socio-cultural learn-
ing process, where the verbal means of expression
are adopted to realize the child’s social interaction
with others. Child communication is not a pure
linguisitic occasion where only the linguistic
knowledge is counted. It is a cultural event that is
initated and maintained according to specific
socio-cultural rules.

In a landmark study, Ervin-Tripp(1977), for ex-
ample, showed that children’s executing of speci-
fic communicative attempts, was necessarily based
on their certain socail knowledge of their partner.
She observed the children were able to differenti-
ate the age and rank of the interactant, and
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changed the type of their request to meet the
demands of the situation. For instance, one child
differentiated whithin her nursery school group
between other 2-yearolds and 3 and 4-year-olds.

She gave no command to the later group and
instead employed only questions. When com-
mands were made to the older children, such po-
lite forms of requests as please did not fal to
show up. On the whole, there were more impera-
tives spoken to children than to adults, and practi-
cally no negative imperatives to adults.
Ervin-Tripp (1977) noted that,

The evidence suggests that the social basis already

exists in early years of rthe devlopment of more subtle
forms of deviousness than children actually use, in that
they differentiate in speech between imperatives, modi-
fied imperatives, imbedded imperatives using questions.
and need statements. They are sensitive to certain
socail variables, in particular the age of addressee, and
familiarity. task and the probability of
compliance(p.188),

Ochs’ statement lucidly sums up the observa-
tion:

Language has constructions at all levels of grammar
and discourse that signal information concerning how
interactants see their own and others’ social positions
and roles. As children acquire language. they are ac-
quiring knowledge of this vital aspect o social order.
Another way of putting this is to say that part of
acquiring language is the acquisition of the social
meaning of linguistic structures(Ochs, 1986, p.7).

It 1s this social meaning of child communication
that has been largely missed in the current studies
of child communication. The child’s comunication
has been represented as a linguistic performance
actualizing linguistic competence at a practical
level. Such conception misses the essence of com-
munication, namely the types of socilal needs
which trigger a communicative exchange, and the
socio-cultural norms which will determine the type

of specific communicative act. A communicative
interaction is necessarily guided and maintained
by certain socio-cultural goals, Neglecting this
underlying force is to disregard the very reason
for which the communication is attempted. To
grasp the full significance of child communication
necessitates seeing its genesis in a socio-cultural

context.

CONCLUSION

Above all, a great need is felt for an integration
of the various areas of child development studies.
Until the present time, is has been a common
practice to deal with language, cognition, perso-
nality and socialization in separation from one
another. Each domain of child development has
been distinguished by its own concerns, issues
and methodologial procedures. The present essay
shows how absurd such a fragmented view is.
Neglecting the socialization process underlying
every domain of child deveopment is like sanitiz-
ing the developmental process in its contextual
vacuum.

The socio-cultural background is not an epiphe-
nomenon of which importance can be optionally
considered. It is an absolute necessity in under-
standing the varrious domains of child develop-
ment. It 1s this contextual beckground that shapes
the developmental process in a particular way, and
with which the child comes to acquire specific
meanings of environment. No adequate accounts
of child development can afford a denial of its

significance.
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