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Cultura – Prática social como objeto de investigação

Culture – Social practice as object of investigation

Socializing through verbal comments: a comparison of families from different socio-cultural background

Tulviste, T., Kants, L , De Geer, B., and Tryggvason, M.-T, University of Tartu, Estonia & Södertörn University College, Sweden.

This paper is based on a larger comparative study on family discourse in Estonian, Finnish, and Swedish mono- and bilingual families living in three neighboring countries around the Baltic Sea: in Estonia, Finland and Sweden. Here we will concentrate on family discussions about social standards of behavior and language use in these families. 

These samples were selected because of the following reasons. First, besides geographical proximity, there have been close historical and cultural bonds between these countries. In consequence of World War II, these bonds were destroyed by five decades of Soviet occupation in Estonia. In August 1991, Estonia became a newly independent state and started to re-establish historical and cultural relationships with its Nordic neighbors. There are many similar characteristics in these countries, such as their prevalently Protestant-Lutheran religious traditions and consequent moral and ethical ideology. Because of our interest in shedding some light on the question of how much the peculiarities of language/culture affect verbal socialization, the fact that Finns and Estonians speak cognate Finno-Ugric languages played an important role in selecting the samples of the study. As to Swedish language, it belongs to the North Germanic languages. Furthermore, all these nations have been characterized as “silent” and less talkative than other nations (see Sajavaara & Lehtonen, 1997). 

Although we did not expect vast differences in socialization practices among these countries, we aimed to compare what kinds of social and conversational norms are important in Estonian families in comparison to families from four other socio-cultural backgrounds to gain deeper understanding of the socialization process in general, and the socialization process in Estonia, in particular. Thus, we started the study with the following questions in mind. Which social and conversational norms are stressed in a country undergoing rapid political, societal, and economic changes? Is the mothers’ Soviet upbringing with its stress on conforming and adjusting to the communist system and uniform socialization ideology still reflected in the social and conversational norms they stress while socializing their children? Or has the decade of exposure to Western culture (especially to the North American and Nordic mass media, and the possibility to communicate with people from other cultures) tilted the Estonian mothers towards similarly democratic upbringing styles? For example, how active are children themselves in family discussions about social and conversational rules? Previous research has suggested that there are at least some cultural differences in social norms between Estonian and Finnish schoolchildren. Keltikangas-Järvinen et al. (1999) found in their data from 1992 that Estonian adolescents’ moral reasoning constituted a less consistence cognitive pattern than exhibited by their Finnish counterparts. Namely, Estonians had a set of universal standards for what people ought to do and a different set for personal application. The finding of a double set of moral standards brings to mind, and is possibly even explicable, by the results of a study by Tulviste & Wertsch (1994) showing that the Soviet regime introduced a double history to Estonia: a strongly distorted official version of the history of Estonia which was taught at school and propagated through media versus an unofficial history people created for themselves on bases of oral history, family reminiscences, and the few surviving old history books, etc. In another comparative research, T. Tulviste (2000) found mothers in Estonia paying much more attention to socialization of behavioral standards than mothers with Euro-American background. In addition, several articles have been written about the centrality of maternal role in the former Soviet Union family structure (see Narusk & Pulkkinen, 1994). At the same time, Sweden is famous by its “equality ideology” (see Welles-Nyström, 1996), which implies—among other things—the equality of family members: even small children are treated as equal persons to their parents. 

The data of the current study were gathered both in mono - and bicultural families to understand the possible role that the peculiarities of language may play in determining what kind of social and conversational rules they stress. If mothers who share the same linguistic system but reside in different countries (like the Estonian-speaking mothers in Sweden and Estonia, and Finnish-speaking mothers in Sweden and Finland) do differ from each other in the frequency of discussing certain types of social and conversational rules with their children, it will support the notion that the interaction depends rather on the effect of socio-cultural context than on the peculiarities of language.
The study addressed verbal comments as a tool of family socialization. 

The term verbal comments was used in reference to utterances aimed at influencing the conversational partner to behave or talk according to social and conversational rules. The category, as defined here, includes explicit comments about transgression or following some social or conversational rules, as well as implicit references to the standards of acceptable, preferable, or absolutely forbidden behavior or language use (Tulviste, 2000).

To analyze verbal comments issued during meals, an elaborated version of Blum-Kulka’s (1990, 1997) coding system was used. The original system was designed mainly for studying pragmatic socialization, distinguishing several subcategories of comments about conversational norms and language. We did not change this part of coding system. 

Modifications were made in the Blum-Kulka’s category “comments on behavior” with reference to different social rules (see Turiel, 1975; Tisak & Turiel, 1984), distinguishing between moral rules, prudential rules, and table manners. 

All video recordings were made during family mealtime in the homes. The samples consisted of families with early adolescent children because during adolescence the children’s greater competence permits more extensive contributions to decision making about acceptable standards of behavior and behavioral regulation than while they are younger (see Grusec & Kuczynski, 1997). The participants were told that the mother and the early adolescent must be present, all others family members were encouraged to participate for the meal to be as “ordinary” as possible. Because of that, the number of family members participating at meals varied considerably both within and across samples. The following verbal comments issued by mothers, adolescents or by other family members were addressed. First, the moral rules (stealing, lying, bullying, teasing, not knowing your responsibilities, etc. (e.g., “It is compulsory for you, you have to go”). The second type consisted of comments on prudential rules – i.e., rules designed to protect the self from harm and loss, like in example 1:

Mother: but it is most harmful when you are [just] starting your life.

Child: not being able to eat potatoes?

Mother: yes.

Relatively less research has been done on the latter type of rules than moral or conventional rules (see Smetana, 1993). It is known that mothers bring these rules often to a young toddler’s attention being primarily concerned with safety, and again in adolescence while concerned about possible antisocial behavior. Behaviors conceptualized in prudential terms during adolescence range from whether children dress warmly to drug and alcohol use and cigarette smoking. As the observations were made at meals, comments on table manners (e.g., “You must sit properly so you don’t fall off your chair”) were distinguished from other comments. The fourth type consisted of all other comments on behavior (“I do not think that [a teenager wearing suspenders] is very nice-looking”).  The fifth type of comments were made on conversational principles of relation, quantity, quality, and manner. The quantity maxim requires that the contribution to conversation be as informative as necessary (e.g., “God [how much] you can talk!”), the quality maxim that the contribution is factually correct, like in example 2:

Child: it does not taste good.

Father:
 no.

Mother: but you said you said it was good.

Father:
 no.

Mother: so you lied?

Father:
 yes.


The relevance maxim requires that contribution be relevant to the current topic of conversation (e.g., “We have already dropped that subject now”, “What does it matter?”), and comments with regard to manner sanction the use of slang and vulgar language, correct ungrammatical language, and prompt the use of politeness formulae (e.g., “I never sound like that when I speak to my friends”, “Don’t be rude!”). The sixth type of comments were on turn taking (e.g., “But can I say something?”, “Johan don’t interrupt me!”), and the seventh on language – metalinguistic comments (e.g., that [adios] is French or?”).

Research on the social aspect of child development makes a distinction between moral, conventional, and prudential rules (see Turiel, 1975; Tisak & Turiel, 1984). Conventions are arbitrary requirements for various aspects of social interaction that should be followed in certain situations but not in others. Moral or prudential rules, in contrast, are important to follow in each situation and at each time. It should be mentioned here that a lot of recent research has stressed that the distinction between morality and conventions sometimes depends on the culture: behaviors classified as conventions in one culture may be perceived as moral in another (Nisan, 1987). Nevertheless, table manners, other rules of behavior, and conversational rules in our coding system seem to be mainly conventions. This led us to hypothesize that cultural differences will be found in the frequency of making comments on perceived violations of these rules, but there will be no cultural differences with respect to commenting on violation of moral and prudential rules. The second hypothesis of the study concerned asymmetry (i.e., equality of contribution) of family conversation. We expected greater asymmetry in Estonian monocultural families than in all others. 

The study revealed no significant cultural differences in the total amount of comments issued by families at meals. At the same time, the proportion of making comments on table manners, moral comments, comments on other behavior, quality of talk and metalinguistic comments differed significantly across cultures (see Figure 1).

Figure 1. Proportional distribution of the types of comments that differed significantly across cultures per sample
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In all samples, except the Swedish monolingual families and Estonian families living in Sweden, table manners were the most frequently commented. 

Swedes differed from all others by frequent moral discussions (37% of all comments). This may reflect a more general cultural belief system, namely, the Swedish “equality ideology” (see Welles-Nyström, 1996) as the moral rules include stressing the importance of sharing (e.g., “you do share the bowl [of chips with siblings], don’t you?”), equal opportunities (“anyway it would be quite strange if you could not [go skiing with your class] I think”), equal responsibility (“like us pupils we are supposed to work like dogs but teachers aren’t supposed to do anything”, “your class will have a whole-day-outing and some of you are only going to watch?”), etc. Swedes sometimes even refer to themselves as regelryttare (“rule rider”) or man av ordning (“man of order”).

Surprisingly, comments on the quality of talk (e.g., “no I do not believe that all”, “it is not even like that”) were issued significantly more frequently by both Estonian samples. In literature, the emphasis on “the correspondence between truth and talk” (Salo-Lee, 1993), in other words, honesty and straightforwardness, has been a feature that characterizes Finns. 

The hypothesis regarding more metalinguistic comments in bi- than in monocultural families was supported only by data from the Finnish bilingual families. Significantly more other comments on behavior were made in both Estonian samples. 

According to the view that other-regulation is a source of self-regulation (Vygotsky, 1978; Wertsch, 1998), it is likely that variations in relative importance attached to certain social and conversational rules during family discourse in families from different socio-cultural background may be precursors of individual and cultural differences in the development of social understanding in children. 

The study revealed that in respect of making comments the mothers were the most active family members in all participating samples. Although the target children were, in turn, the most frequent addressees of the comments, the Estonian monocultural adolescents received significantly more comments from other family members than their counterparts from other samples. The results showed also that early adolescents from Swedish monocultural families made significantly more comments than adolescents from Estonian and Finnish monocultural families. These findings indicate, as it was expected, the most symmetrical communication in 

Swedish monocultural families, and the most asymmetrical in Estonian monocultural families. 

Thus, the results of the study suggest that the decade of exposure to the Western values and norms in Estonia has not brought about a noticeable shift in socialization patterns and changed relationships in the family. The study also suggests that in Finland, for some reason, changes towards more democratic socialization styles have also not taken place. It corresponds to the results of the mothers’ value preferences: a recent study of the same samples’ mothers’ value attitudes using selected items from the Schwartz Value Survey (Schwartz & Bilsky, 1987, 1990) revealed that the Estonian mothers had the lowest score on self-direction values (values like creativity, choosing one’s own goals, curious, freedom-loving, independent) and the Swedish mothers the highest, with bicultural groups ranking somewhere in the middle (Kants & Tulviste, 2000).

Similarly to the results of previous research (see Smetana, 1993), adults reacted to violations of prudential rules, whereas children did not. All family members used other types of comments. 

Although the mothers were very active in commenting in general (especially in Estonian monocultural families), in each sample all family members made comments and discussed social and conversational rules. This finding demonstrates again the widely held view that socialization is rather multi- than unidirectional in its nature. 

In conclusion we can say that regardless of these countries’ apparent likeness, there are noticeable differences in socialization practices prevalent in Sweden, Estonia, and Finland. 

However, as the bicultural material demonstrated, the differences cannot be reduced to mere contextual peculiarities—every cultural group and subgroup has its own characteristic set of tools.
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Abstract

Mealtime interactions in families with early adolescent children (age 10-13) were examined for the occurrence and type of  verbal comments on behavior, language use and language addressed by family members towards each other. The aim was to find out which social rules are emphasised in different families. 20 families consisted of Estonians living in Estonia, 20 of Swedes living in Sweden, and 20 of Finns living in Finland. In addition, 20 Estonian and 20 Finnish families residing in Sweden were investigated. The term verbal comments was used to refer to utterances aimed at influencing the conversational partner to behave or talk in the ”proper” way, i.e. according to social and conversational rules. The category, as defined here, included comments on A) Behaviour (table manners, violation of moral rules, prudential rules or other rules of appropriate behaviour, and B) Comments on language use (talk regulation, violations of Grice's (1975) conversational principles of relevance, quality, quantity, and manner, and metalanguage comments. The study revealed no significant cultural differences in the total amount of comments issued by families at meals. At the same time, the proportion of some types of comments differed significantly across cultures. Swedes differed from all others by frequent moral discussions. This may reflect a more general cultural belief system, namely, the Swedish ”equality ideology” (see Welles-Nyström, 1996) as the moral rules include stressing the importance of sharing, equal opportunities, equal responsibility, etc. The hypothesis regarding more metalinguistic comments in bi- than in monocultural families was supported only by data from the Finnish bilingual families. Significantly more other comments on behavior were made in both Estonian samples. Thus, as expected, the cultural differences were not found in discussions dealing with mere social conventions such as table manners, comments on other behavior (e.g., inappropriate appearance), quality of talk and metalinguistic comments. Contrary to our expectations, the cultural differences were found in how often the perceived violations of moral rules were discussed. 

Estonian early adolescents seemed to be less equal conversational partners to their parents than early adolescents in Swedish and Finnish families (they made less comments, and  received significantly more comments from other family members than their counterparts from other samples). Thus, the results of the study suggest that the decade of exposure to the Western values and norms in Estonia has not brought about a noticeable shift in socialization patterns and changed relationships in the family. The study also suggests that in Finland, for some reason, changes toward more democratic socialization style have also not taken place. 

It corresponds to the results of the mothers’ value preferences: a recent study of the same samples’ mothers’ value attitudes using selected items from the Schwartz Value Survey (Schwartz & Bilsky, 1987, 1990) revealed that the Estonian mothers had the lowest score on self-direction values (values like creativity, choosing one’s own goals, curious, freedom-loving, independent) and the Swedish mothers the highest, with bicultural groups ranking somewhere in the middle (Kants & Tulviste, 2000).

The fact that in every family all family members made a lot of comments about the appropriateness of maternal verbal and nonverbal behavior illustrates that family socialisation is multidirectional in its nature.  
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