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Principles of Macro Cultural Psychology

Approaches to cultural psychology rest upon their definition of
culture. By definition of culture | mean both its content -- that is, what
cultural factors consist of and which are most important for structuring
social and psychological activity -- and also its form -- or how the factors
are organized, whether as a sum or sequence of discrete variables or a
structured, integral whole, as a set of equals or with certain ones being
more central, as static givens or dialectically dynamic.

Macro cultural psychology construes culture as composed primarily of
macro factors -- social institutions, artifacts, and cultural concepts.

The main principle of macro cultural psychology is that psychological
phenomena such as perception, self, emotions, cognition, and mental
illness are based on macro cultural factors, developed in macro cultural
factors, publicly objectified in macro cultural factors, socialized by macro
cultural factors, embody macro cultural factors, and function to sustain
macro cultural factors. Macro cultural factors comprise the operating
mechanism of the psyche. We think, perceive, feel through macro cultural
factors. Macro cultural factors are the explanatory constructs,
descriptors, and predictors of emotions, perception, cognition, memory,
motivation, self, sexuality, mental illness, and developmental processes
(Ratner, 2011a, 2011Db).

Contrary to predominant thinking about psychology, psychology does
not emanate from natural or personal processes internal to the individual.
Culture determines that we think, perceive, remember, and emote (in
human terms), as well as how we think, remember, emote, and perceive,
and also what we think, remember, emote, and perceive. Macro culture is
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the basis of abstract (essential) aspects of psychology and concrete
aspects. Macro culture is our human nature.

Durkheim (1914/2005, pp. 35, 38, 42) put it well when he said,
“society cannot constitute itself unless it penetrates individual
consciousnesses and fashions them in its image and likeness.” “We cannot
live without representing to ourselves the world around us and the
objects of every sort that fill it. But by this alone, that we represent them
to ourselves, they enter into us and thus become part of
ourselves...Consequently, there is in us something other than ourselves to
call up our activity.” “Ideas and sentiments developed by the
community...move our will...” This is what | mean when | say that culture
is the operating mechanism of the psyche.’

Vygotsky similarly emphasized, “the structures of higher mental
functions represent a cast of collective social relations between people.
These [mental] structures are nothing other than a transfer into the
personality of an inward relation of a social order that constitutes the
basis of the social structure of the human personality” (Vygotsky, 1998,
pp. 169-170, my emphasis). “Verbal thought is not an innate, natural
form of behavior, but is determined by historical-cultural process and has
specific properties and laws that cannot be found in the natural forms of
thought and speech. Once we acknowledge the historical character of
verbal thought, we must consider it subject to all the premises of
historical materialism, which are valid for any historical phenomenon in
human society. It is only to be expected that on this level the
development of behavior will be governed essentially by the general laws
of the historical development of human society” (Vygotsky 1986, pp. 94-
95).

Durkheim emphasized a central point of macro cultural psychology,
that society is not an extension of the individual, nor a sum of individuals.
“Society has its own nature and consequently altogether different
demands than those that are involved in our nature as an individual”
(1914/2005, p. 44). Psychological phenomena are part of the macro
cultural system and dynamics. Psychological phenomena construct
cultural factors and are constructed by them.

Honor killings

An example of these points is honor killings among devout religious
people: For choosing a lover outside of her Kurdish community and living
with him, Fadime was brutally shot and killed by her father at point blank
range in front of her mother and younger sister in 2002 in Sweden, at the
age of 25. Her father shot her in the face as he shouted “you filthy
whore.” The father felt no regret; he felt the killing assuaged the shame
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that Fadime had brought upon him and his family (Wikan, 2008).2

Honor killings exemplify a complex of emotions, perceptions,
reasoning, self-concept, and sexuality organized in cultural norms. These
norms are represented by sexual honor. Sexual honor embodies and
sustains a social system of proper male-female interactions and proper
interactions between daughters and parents. Violating sexual norms
violates the entire normative system of gender and familial relations which
sexual honor represents. This is why it is so serious and why it must be
corrected. Sexual honor is made serious by attributing it to an entire
family, not to an individual. The siblings of a disgraced woman are
disgraced and become unfit for marriage. This social construction of
sexual honor gives family members a vested interest in preventing her
disobedience against the entire social system.

Honor and shame are social constructs with socially specific and
variable content. Wikan (p. 64) observes that honor takes on other
forms/qualities in other societies. Some societies define honor as the
value of a person in his own eyes. The Kurdish notion of honor practiced
by Fadime’s father was more collectivistic.

The emotional fury and murderous behavior directed at the miscreant
daughter is organized by the social construct of honor, it incarnates the
social construct, and it sustains and reinforces the social construct of
honor. The emotional fury contains the code within itself as its operating
mechanism. The code is what generates the fury at particular activities of
the daughter in particular circumstances (when non-family members
discover the tabooed behavior). The code is also what mandates
particular behavioral responses to assuage the fury.

The fury bears the quality of the code. It is disgraced fury, not some
other kind of fury. Fadime’s father’s fury was not related to jealousy or
abuse, nor was it blind passion. It was a calculated response based upon
knowledge that outsiders were aware of the daughter’s disgraceful sexual
behavior and the inability of the parents to control it.

Disgraced fury is nuanced differently from the fury a mother feels at
her child who runs into the street without looking for approaching cars
that might injure him. The latter fury is tinged with concern for the child’s
well-being, not family honor. The eliciting event, quality of the emotion,
and resolving behavior form a unit or system in the two cases.

Macro cultural psychology does not regard fury as a neutral, natural,
fixed, universal, independent process that becomes associated with --
conditioned to -- various events/stimuli in various conditions. Rather, we
regard fury as specifically formed by macro cultural factors such as honor
codes, in order to achieve specific cultural states. The same is true for
love, memory, perception, and reasoning. Psychology is not generic, it is
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culturally specific.

The cultural code was inside the psychology, modulating and
organizing it; but psychology was also inside the code. The cultural norm
of honor and dishonor regarding sexual behavior of daughters rested upon
particular perceptions, emotions, sexuality, self-concept, self-control of
impulses, reasoning. These psychological phenomena were the subjective
element of the code.?

Wikan observes a principle of macro cultural psychology, namely, that
the cultural concept of honor, which formed the basis of the family’s
psychology, is political. It incarnates, expresses, and promulgates a
system of social practices which are political. Family honor rests upon
submissive behavior by women that supports male dominance over a
monogamous family. Honor is also ideological in that it purports to
enshrine noble behavior, but it really enshrines submissive, oppressive,
ignoble, dishonorable behavior by women that violates their humanity and
dignity. Honor is additionally political in that it is defined by the ruling
elite. “Those in power have waded into the European debate in an
attempt to take charge of ‘honor’” (Wikan, p. 68).

Since psychology is the subjective side (element) of macro cultural
factors, it contained the politics of the honor code. The father’s
psychology (his emotional fury and shame) and behavior was a political
act that sustained the subordinate position of women within the
monogamous family. Women’s psychology that conformed to the honor
code was similarly political in that it reinforced their subordination.

Because psychology emanates from, embodies, and enables
participation in macro cultural factors, we may say that psychology is a
cultural state of being, a cultural state of mind, a cultural identity and
membership. As Vygotsky and Durkheim emphasized in their statements
cited earlier, psychology is not pure consciousness or subjectivity;
psychology contains and expresses a social order.

Fadime’s father’s fury and shame at his daughter’s “disgraceful”
behavior placed him in a social position vis a vis his community, it testified
to his membership in the community, it promulgated a wide range of
social relations regarding daughters’ social position vis a vis parents and
young men.

Macro cultural psychology argues that the way that Fadime’s father’s
psychology was constructed at the macro cultural level, objectified in
macro cultural factors, organized by them, socialized by them, maintains
them, and individuals to them exemplifies the cultural nature of all
psychological phenomena.*

Macro cultural psychology argues that psychological phenomena
are public, definite, objective, cultural tools/means whose form and
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content are culturally organized to be suitable for achieving cultural
purposes (see Lewis, 1989; Ratner 201 1b for examples).

Because of this, subjectivity/psychology/agency binds the individual
to the culture, and it also binds the culture together through shared
individual behavior. Fadime’s father’s psychology is a telling example. This
cultural function of psychology refutes the popular notion that
psychology is essentially a personal construct. Psychology is a macro
cultural factor that does cultural work.

The psychological phenomena we have discussed are only explicable in
macro cultural terms. Reducing them to natural biological mechanisms, or
individual personality processes, or personal-subjective choices and
meanings cannot account for the cultural specificity of this psychology,
its widespread prevalence throughout the culture, and its obvious
dependence upon cultural codes and concepts.

Macro cultural psychology does not simply describe cultural
differences in psychological expressions; it identifies the cultural operating
mechanisms (mediational means) that generate (and explain) those
expressions. This reveals culture in psychology, rather than psychology in
culture.

Macro cultural psychology emphasizes the complexity of culture
that is composed of different macro cultural factors with their own
contents, processes, histories, vested interests, and position vis a vis
other factors. Factory work is qualitatively different from family life.
There are contradictions and interactions among these cultural factors.
Each contributes differently to psychology. At the same time, there is an
overarching unity to culture that holds it together and prevents it from
becoming decimated by conflicting pressures. This unity stems from the
predominant power of the political economy over other cultural factors.
The political economy of capitalism dominates other institutions such as
government, family, entertainment, sports, medicine, scientific research,
news media, and religion. | propose that the social structure takes the
form of a cone with political economy at the stem (Ratner, 2011, chap. 3;
Williams, 1973; Pred, 1984; New York Times, Aug. 1, 2010 “The
Academic-Industrial Complex”).

Because psychology is formed in macro cultural factors, it is
designed and controlled by whoever is in charge of those factors.
Psychology is only as democratic as the culture in which it is
formed.

Every society for the past 10,000 years has been structured in a
pyramidal hierarchy in which the upper class has dominated the subaltern
classes. The structure is only maintained by exploitation and oppression --
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people would never voluntarily and rationally consent to it. “Inequality is
produced by specific institutional mechanisms that are all variations on
explloitation and ... discrimination...The contemporary political economy
of the United States is riddled with categorical mechanisms that produce
unequal distributions of material, symbolic, and emotional resources along
the lines of race, class, and gender.” “Under capitalism, categorical
mechanisms of inequality are often bult into the social organization of the
market itself — they are embedded within its laws, regulations,
conventions, understandings, and institutions, both formal and informa
(Massey, 2007, pp. xv-xvi, 36).

I”

For example, in the last quarter of 2009 and throughout 2010,
American businesses shed employees at a massive rate, and have
extracted more productivity from the remaining employees (through
lower wages) so that profit margins will reach 9% at the end of 2010, an
all time record!” (N.Y. Times, July 26, 2010). From the fourth quarter of
2007 to the fourth quarter of 2009, real aggregate output in the U.S., as
measured by the gross domestic product, fell by about 2.5 percent. But
employers cut their payrolls by 6 percent. They threw out far more
workers and hours than they lost output. At the end of the fourth quarter
in 2008, corporate profits began to dramatically increase, growing by
$572 billion by the first quarter of 2010. Over that same time period,
wage and salary payments fell by $122 billion. That kind of disconnect
had never been seen before in all the decades since World War Il. Worker
productivity has increased dramatically, but the workers themselves have
seen no gains from their increased production. It has all gone to corporate
profits. This is unprecedented in the postwar years. Executives are
delighted with this ill-gotten bonanza. Charles D. McLane Jr. is the chief
financial officer of Alcoa, which recently experienced a turnaround in
profits and a 22 percent increase in revenue. He assured investors that
his company was in no hurry to bring back 37,000 workers who were let
go since 2008. “We’re not only holding head-count levels, but are also
driving restructuring this quarter that will result in further reductions”
(N.Y. Times, July 31, 2010, editorial).

According to the Internal Revenue Service, in 2005 the top 1% of
income earners received more than twice as much income as everyone in
the bottom 50% combined.

The primary function of the state is to enforce the dominance
of the upper class over the subaltern classes. Most of the security
apparatus designed by the state over the past quarter-century
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is a political response, not to rising criminal insecurity,
but to the diffuse social insecurity wrought by the
fragmentation of wage labor and the shakeup of ethnic
hierarchy. The punitive slant of recent shifts in both
welfare and justice policies points to a broader
reconstruction of the state coupling restrictive
“workfare’” and expansive ‘“‘prisonfare’’ under a
philosophy of moral behaviorism. The paternalist
penalization of poverty aims to contain the urban
disorders spawned by economic deregulation and to
discipline the precarious fractions of the postindustrial
working class. Diligent and belligerent programs of “‘law
and order” entailing the enlargement and exaltation of
the police, the courts, and the penitentiary have also
spread across the First world because they enable
political elites to reassert the authority of the state and
shore up the deficit of legitimacy officials suffer...
(Wacquant, 2010, p. 198).

The U.S. class structure has become more pyramidal and oppressive
over recent decades (Massey, 2997, p. xvi). This class and state
domination extends to the subjective psychological elements of this social
structure. E.g., the Index of Social Health of the United States” provides a
composite measure of social health or well-being. Based on a scale of
100, it declined from 69.6 in 1973 to 53.2 in 2005, a drop of 23.6
percent (Wisman & Capehart, 2010, p. 951).

The psychological effects of oppression must therefore be a
central topic for comprehending concrete cultural psychology.

The Psychology of Oppression

Conditions of oppression and the psychology of oppression are
mutually dependent and reinforcing, just as social conditions and
psychology always are. Oppressive conditions limit people’s creativity,
understanding, and control over their social life. Conversely, oppressed
psychology maintains people in a subservient social position and therefore
reinforces the oppressive conditions.

Psychology is active subjectivity that embodies macro cultural
factors. Subjectivity in an oppressive society actively embodies
oppression and it activates oppressed behavior. Activating oppressed
behavior is an oppressive act. Consequently, oppressed psychology is
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oppressive psychology.

Oppression works from within the psyche, as well as from outside. The
mind is an agent of oppression just as much as external cultural factors
are. People oppress themselves through their own oppressed
subjectivities. This “learned helplessness” is the concrete manifestation of
Durkheim’s remark that “society cannot constitute itself unless it
penetrates individual consciousnesses and fashions them in its image and
likeness.”

Psychology does cultural work just as institutions, artifacts, and
cultural concepts do. "Durable embodied cognitive schemes, acquired by
children in class environments, are a principal cause of observed class
variation in educational performance" (Nash, 2003, p. 174). In this way,
psychology is a macro cultural factor.

Figure 1 depicts the dynamic of the psychology of oppression.

Figure 1

The psychology of oppression is a serious psychological issue that
limits people’s self-understanding, social understanding, critical faculty,
and imagination of substantive alternatives to the status quo. An
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illustrative example is the manner in which segregation persists in the
spontaneous, personal behavior of individuals, long after official
segregation has been prohibited. Since discrimination deprives both
groups of valuable human relationships with the other group it is a
psychology of oppression that illuminates key aspects of this
phenomenon.

Racial psychology

Thomas (2005) empirically researched this issue in a South Carolina
high school. of how high school students promulgate racial segregation.
Thomas began with a perspective congruent with macro cultural
psychology. She sought to investigate ways in which “race endures
through the everyday practices of subjects...Race is enacted through the
symbolic, psychic, and social activities of subjects.” “This performative
process occurs in a social field of power that conditions a subject’s
practice and agency” (pp. 1233, 1234). “Performativity is impelled by
the demands of powerful social normativity” (p. 1240). This echoes my
statement that oppressed psychology is oppressive psychology.

Thomas corrects the conventional theory of performance that
construes it as a free act of self-expression (cf. Pred, 1984; Ratner, 2011
chapter six for additional critiques). She echoes Bourdieu’s notion of a
habitus that is a set of creative tendencies which reproduce politically
charged macro cultural factors. Agency is cultural agency.

Thomas discovered an important point about the subjects’ cultural
agency: it was unaware of its cultural basis, characteristics, and function.
The subjects misinterpreted their own subjectivity and behavior. They
construed their subjectivity and behavior as free constructions that
expressed their own personal desires. They acted in these ways because
“they wanted to,” “that is how they felt comfortable.” The students did
not realize that their desires were culturally conditioned habitus.

The students stated that their school was a happy family where
anybody could sit next to anyone they choose during lunch in the
cafeteria. In fact, however, seating arrangements -- spatiality -- were
thoroughly segregated. The students perceived this but attributed it to
free choice and comfort levels, not to any sociostructural factors such as
macro cultural practices and values beyond the lunchroom.

When Thomas directly asked a white girl about the obvious racial
segregation of seating arrangements during lunch, she hazily replied,
“Blacks usually hang out together, and like whites hang out together, but
we...you know.” “l don’t know, maybe |, maybe that’s how they’re more
comfortable. But it’s not like, oh, ‘we don’t like you’ or you know?” (pp,
1237-1238).




Thomas criticizes these self-interpretations as inadequate for failing
to comprehend the social structuring of their behavior: “Their words of
harmony in the lunchroom, of the ways its segregated space ‘doesn’t
matter’ cannot be taken for granted” (p. 1241).

Commenting on one white girl’s account, Thomas says, “She
establishes her practices of race as nonracist, and even as non-racial,
although her spatial practices at lunch produce the space of
separation...She construes herself as a subject who is able to travel
across racial boundaries as she chooses” (p. 1238).

A black girl, Bryana, manifested the same lack of understand as her
white classmate: “l really do not understand why black people sit by all
the black kids in the cafeteria because that’s just something we do” (p.
1239). This is a telling statement about the psychology of oppression; for
it reveals that people do not understand the reasons for their own
oppressed and oppressive behavior.

Thomas explains this: “The students accept and reinforce the social
boundaries and produce the differentiations of racial and gendered
categories, though they may be confounded by the invisible power that
guides their lunchroom spatial practices -- and despite the fact that they
articulate sense of choice in the matter.” “These reincarnations [of racial
and gendered categories] remain often unnoticed, unanalyzed, and
unapproachable to the subjects themselves.” Thomas “explores racial
boundaries and shows how girls enforce racial difference at school despite
their idealization of school as a racially mobile space” (p. 1241).

Thomas observes that the subjects “seek to explain the [segregated]
spatial practice in their own time and place as their practice. However, as
their everyday practice of sitting down in same race groups reproduces
the space and continues racial segregation, the girls embody and repeat
the norm of segregated seating” (p. 1239).°

Given the functional importance of spatial segregation for broader
social stratification, “This spatiality cannot be imagined as simply a result
of girls’ agency, nor, despite the girls’ language, as a result of their choice
and action (for example, as something they ‘do’).” “Girls...come to
accept, repeat, and embody racialization by invoking normative racial
identities and recreating racial symbolism” (Thomas, 2005, p. 1241, my
emphasis, p. 1246). The agency that students display is cultural agency,
not individual agency.

Students enacted racial segregation in areas where they were not
directed to by immediate external cultural factors. This is what makes it
the psychology of oppression. It has become the students’ own agency
which they then implement as agents of oppression against each other
and against themselves. Alexander & Tredoux (2010, p. 370) found the
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same thing in their study of segregation in informal, interpersonal spaces:

Informal spaces are possibly more amenable to
segregation simply because individuals are able to choose
who they wish to interact with, without concern for official
monitoring or sanctions... However, racial divisions in
space may emerge even in more formal or structured
settings such as a classroom or lecture theatre, provided
that individuals are able to exercise a certain degree of
choice in their use and occupation of a given space. Haber
conducted a study of lecture theatres at a university in
the United States and observed that, when given enough
seating choice (more than one seat available for every
student), dominant (White Anglo-Saxon) and marginal
(Blacks and other ethnic minorities) students placed
themselves more often on the spatial center and periphery
of the classroom, respectively. Their particular locations
were not only structured by the differential social status
and broader power relations between the two groups, but
simultaneously reflected students’ understandings of their
“proper place” within the classroom setting. Thus, broader
social relations and localized spatial configurations may be
mutually reinforcing.

Alexander and Tredoux (2010, p. 381) found that seating patterns in
S. African tutorial classrooms were significantly segregated even in the
absence of pressure to do so by the educational system, per se. 71% of
Black students would have to change seats within classrooms to achieve
an integrated seating pattern. “Overall, these findings suggest that the
probability of interracial contact occurring in psychology tutorial
classrooms is very low.”

The same situation exists in elite American universities. Espenshade
& Radford demonstrate the myriad threads of class and racial distincitons
which permeate admission to elite universities, and campus life within
them. They found that "The odds that black students socialize or very
often with white students are just 14% of the odds that white students
socialize this frequently with other whites." "On average, nonwhite
students are 31% as likely to interact socially with white students as
whites are to mix and mingle among themselves." "Non black students are
just 16% as likely as black students to interact with othe blacks."
"Black students have 621% greater odds and white students has 481%
higher odds of having social relations with coethnics than with non-
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coethnics" (Espenshade & Radford (2009, pp. 214, 215). Thus, being
together in university does not necessarily generate a coming together to
oversome segregation. Taking a course about one's own ethnic group is
negatively related to interacting with members of other ethnic groups
(ibid., p. 194). Finally, racial segregation is organized by social class. The
higher a student's social class background, the less likely he or she is to
have substantial social relations with a student from a different racial or
ethnic background. Lower class students are generally just 1 percentage
points more likely to interact with a same-race student than with an
other-race student, 27 percentage points for working class students, 37
for middle class students, and 43 for upper middle class and 44
percentage points for upper class students (ibid., p. 190).

These findings demonstrate that racism is embedded in children’s
consciousness and is manifested when their consciousness is given free
reign in unregulated, protected, interpersonal interactions. The children
themselves promulgate racial segregation in their choices of companions.
They did not resist segregation by developing alternative personal
meanings. They did not even realize the segregationist character of their
subjectivity/agency. Giving individuals reign to express their desires,
paradoxically gives reign to predominant cultural motives which comprise
their habituses. Mere co-presence (contact) of groups in a space does not
facilitate intercourse because the unrestricted physical space is overlain
by social distinctions which divide the space (Erasmus, 2010; Dixon,
Tredoux, Clack, 2005, pp. 404-405.

Alexander and Tredoux (2010, p. 384) said it well: “The fact that
classrooms were significantly segregated in our study at the very first
tutorial [with first year students], when students were relatively
unfamiliar with both the space and its occupants, provides support for the
argument that, even where pre-established norms do not exist, groups
will seek to reestablish and reproduce the prevailing social order through
the racialization of space...Even in desegregated contexts, opportunities
for contact may be thwarted by informal practices that reproduce group
boundaries.”

Thomas and Alexander & Tredoux recognize that, while public
universities prohibit discrimination on their premises, unnoticed social
relations foster it. Racial segregation throughout society is a macro
model that affects students’ racial thinking and behavior. The U.S. today
is as racially segregated in housing and neighborhoods as it was before
civil rights legislation was passed.

The 1990 census shows that 30% of African Americans lived in
neighborhoods which were 90% or more black, while the remaining
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percentage of African Americans still lived in predominantly black areas. In
fact, 62% of African Americans lived in areas that were at least 60%
black. While 86% of suburban whites, on the other hand, lived in
communities that were less than 1% black.

Housing segregation produces educational segregation in
neighborhood schools. In 1997, nationwide, nearly 70 percent of African
American students and 75 percent of Latino students attended
predominantly minority schools. More than one-third of the students in
each group were in schools where 90 percent or more of their classmates
are minorities. Meanwhile, the average white student was enrolled in a
school where more than eight in 10 of his or her classmates also are
white.

Within schools, teachers treat ethnic groups differently despite
formal prohibitions against this (Panofsky, 2003). Teachers of first-grade
pupils respond differently to equivalent reading errors depending upon
whether pupils are white and middle class or black and working class.
Children were treated in ways that perpetuated stereotypical
psychological (cognitive, emotional, motivational) and interpersonal
activities associated with the different classes. In this case, teachers
focused on the social aspects of students’ responses rather than the
technical aspects of their reading competence (which were equivalent).
Teachers’ responses to students’ technical reading competence were
colored by their social features. Teachers used reading not simply to
teach neutral, technical aspects of reading, but as a means to socialize
class-appropriate psychological competencies. Psychology becomes a
mechanism of social control (Panofsky, 2003, p. 423).

These conditions - along with racial differences in poverty and
employment -- give children a sense of social differences which carry over
into their interpersonal interactions.

In addition, enduring social divisions promote psychological and
behavioral differences in the groups (see Portes & Vadeboncoeur, 2003)
which make interactions difficult in free spaces. Interpersonal relations are
not outside culture, they are deeply embedded within it.

Dixon, Tredoux, Clack, (2005, p. 409) explain, “If the micro-ecology
of segregation constitutes a sui generis level of reality, this does not
mean that this reality is autonomous from processes operating at other
spatial scales. Clearly, the patterning of face-to-face interaction within a
given setting is invariably structured by wider political, economic and
historical factors.” Massey (2007, p. 7) concurs: “Social relations and
day-to-day behaviors at the microsocial level become oriented toward
ranked categories, so that decisions about who to befriend, who to help,
who to share with, who to live near, who to court, and who to marry are
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made in ways that assume the existence and importance of asymmetric
social categiries.”

“The apparent banality of everyday spatial practices should not
disguise their political resonance.” “Notwithstanding the official demise of
petty apartheid, social relations continue to conform to a supposedly
defunct logic of (racial) hierarchy, division and withdrawal” (Dixon,
Tredoux, Clack, 2005, pp. 407, 408, my emphasis). Elucidating “how the
endless dialectic between practice and social structure expresses itself
locally... clarifies how individual practices of boundary regulation are both
enabled by broader systems of segregation and the means whereby such
systems are reproduced or transformed” (ibid., p. 403).

This research indicates that even when individuals are granted a
space within culture that is freed from direct pressure to behave in a
certain way (e.g., in schools and beaches that do not mandate
segregation from other groups), individuals continue to behave in ways
that they have learned from broader, distal conditions. The psychology of
oppression is so ingrained in consciousness that it cannot readily be
repudiated even when given somewhat of a chance.

Contrary to popular thinking, broad, encompassing, difficult-to
discern (and pin down) macro cultural factors are more influential on
psychology than immediate, proximal circumscribed conditions. Direct
efforts to alter immediate, proximal situations are less effective than
changes to broad macro cultural factors - which are, unfortunately, more
difficult to alter. The easier the changes, the less effective they are
(Ratner, 1991, chap. 4, p. 287).

Personal meanings

Macro cultural psychology acknowledges that within shared cultural
meanings necessary for social coherence and for individual participation in
culture, individuals also develop personal modulations, or senses, of
psychology. Individual students will practice segregation more or less
intensely depending upon their backgrounds. Individual Muslims will
practice the honor code more or less strictly, as well. These personal
modulations are generally slight variations in the cultural norms (Ratner,
2002, p. 93). They do not subvert norms. That is clearly the lesson of
the students’ interpersonal interactions in school cafeterias. Cultural
coherence - and the advantages it offers to people -- requires that
personal idiosyncracies function within the parameters of macro cultural
requirements. Personal idiosyncracies cannot be allowed to subvert this.

Consequently, the way to transform culture is through developing
a new social organization that provides a cultural coherence to individuals.
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Reformulating Psychological Constructs in Accordance with
Psychology of Oppression

The psychology of oppression indicates that social processes which
organize psychology may stultify psychology. This requires that we
reconsider concepts such as “zone of proximal development,” agency,
and activity, as agents of oppression. Psychological constructs must
reflect real, concrete, cultural content of psychological phenomena.

It is wrong to accuse macro cultural psychology of overlooking
agency in emphasizing macro cultural factors. | have emphasized the
active subjectivity of people in conducting honor killings, segregation, etc.
Macro cultural psychology criticizes oppressed and oppressing agency; it
does not deny agency. The criticism is meant to enhance genuine agency.

The Cultural Psychology of Liberation

The psychology of oppression problematizes social reform and
psychological improvement. For the psychology of oppression limits
people’s intellectual and psychological resources that are available to
make changes (Lukes, 2005). Consequently, current
subjectivity/psychology is not a reliable guide to understanding and
improving itself or society.

Oppressed people may endorse fascism; lynch Negroes; blame
immigrants for social problems; endorse religious mysticism (see Ratner,
2009a for discussion). A troubling example of indigenous people being
complicit in their psychology of oppression is a tribal Saudi Arabian
woman who recently had her husband arrested because he lifted her veil
to see her face. They had been married 35 years, had 6 children, and he
had never seen his wife’s face. She had so internalized the
depersonalization of women in her tribal society that she prosecuted her
husband for trying to circumvent it. She actively opposed her husband’s
effort to establish a more personal, sensual relationship.

In his revolutionary work, Mao Zedung worried about the culturally-
based backward thinking among the Chinese peasantry with whom he
worked for decades. He said: “given the various kinds of deep-rooted
feudal relationships in the countryside, it will not be an easy task to raise
the class-consciousness of the peasants to the extent that they all realize
that, in the end, it will be essential to eliminate the feudal remnants”
(cited in Knight, 2007, p. 98).

Wikan (2008, p. 68) emphasizes the relation between oppression and
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conservative thinking/action: “because the Kurds have been an oppressed
and stateless people, the consequence has been that, at home and in
exile, they cling to old traditions which include clan mentality and violence
against women” (see also Frank, 2005).

When oppressed people take power from their oppressors, as has
happened in many African countries, the new social order is often as bad
as the old one. Thus, “Fanon hammers away at the inadequacy of national
consciousness for it is at the very moment that the victory of colonialism
seems to be won that a more serious problem appears—an exploitation
that wears a black face” (Gibson, 2005, p. 91; Gibson, 2011).

Because subjectivity has become oppressed, it does not necessarily
comprehend itself or society. Subjectivity utilizes cultural concepts to
understand itself, and when these mediational means are mystified, they
distort people’s self-understanding. The students in the segregation
studies did not comprehend the significance and origins of their own
behavior. Nor do most people thoroughly comprehend their own society
because they utilize mystified cultural concepts to understand it.

Recent interviews with high school girls in Los Angeles after a racial
conflict reveal the sadly limited understanding and suggestions that these
participants had (Thomas, 2008, p. 2869, 2875). A question was put to
all of the girls: What do you think the school should do to prevent future
violence?

Nane: * " They should just tell us every day, like, encouraging words or
something. Have more events where we could all, like, get into.”

Grisselle: " “There shouldn't be fights against race because we're all
people, we all have feelings, we all [share] stuff. It's just stupid."
Interviewer: ~ ~So why does it happen then? What do you think?"
Grisselle: " "1 guess the people who are in the fight are not
understanding."

Anne: " "They just think it's cool, oh, “we're like fighting', you know, “in a
riot"."

Alexis: ~ "So it's just sad how closed minded they are."

Chibi-Kim: ~ “We're all the same [...]. | think it's very stupid."

Zelda: * "Why can't they like, set their animosities aside and just like,
harmonize."

Chibi-Kim: * "Peace."

Thomas (2008, pp. 2876-2877) identifies the limited understanding
of self and society that these statement express: “The girls deny and
disavow their own racism and racialization by proclaiming multicultural
ideals and highlighting the good and essential sameness of humanity. By
articulating so clearly their commitments to multiculturalism, they likewise
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perform the liberal move of eschewing difference, and even violence, and
focusing on individual rights and justice. “A confined focus on the self, |
argue, is done at the expense of asking difficult questions of what
processes racialized identifications and racist practice entail for the
subject, such as how racist practice and resentment might be as heartfelt
as peace to subjects.”

These examples of oppressed/oppressive psychology generate little
confidence that social and psychological improvement can spring from
ordinary subjectivity. Social and psychological im