
  Chapter 15: Cognition in Cross-Cultural Perspective  397	

clean towels. In short, “everyday life” halfway around 
the world looked very different from how it did or does 
in my current hometown of Northfield, Minnesota!

Much of the book so far has described the cognitive 
capacities and processes of people (usually adults, but 
in some cases children) in the United States or Europe. 
The implicit assumption has been that the models and 

theories of cognition developed from such samples 
are universal—that they apply to and can describe 
the performance and behavior of people throughout 
the world. However, research conducted with people 
from other cultures has often shown this assumption 
to be problematic if not in error. In this chapter, we 
will examine some of this research and consider its 
implications for the study of cognition.

DEFINING “CULTURE” ....................................................................

A number of issues must be discussed in order to consider cross-cultural research. 
First and foremost, we must come to terms with what makes a culture. Certainly, most 
would agree that people in rural India live in a different culture than people in down-
town Baltimore, Maryland. However, do people in rural New Hampshire experience a 
different culture than people living in Los Angeles?

Triandis (1996) made a forceful argument that psychologists ignore culture at their 
intellectual peril:

Almost all the theories and data of contemporary psychology come from Western 
populations (e.g., Europeans, North Americans, Australians, etc.). Yet about 
70% of humans live in non-Western cultures. . . . If psychology is to become 
a universal discipline it will need both theories and data from the majority of 
humans. . . . Contemporary psychology is best conceived as a Western indigenous 
psychology that is a special case of the universal psychology we as contemporary 
psychologists would like to develop. When the indigenous psychologies are incor-
porated into a universal framework, we will have a universal psychology. (p. 407)

Psychologists, anthropologists, sociologists, and others have debated the issue of what 
defines a culture and have come to no widespread and clear-cut resolution to date. 
Cole and Scribner (1974) noted some of the ingredients of a culture: a distinct lan-
guage; distinct customs, habits, and modes of dress; and distinct beliefs and philos-
ophies. Other psychologists performing cross-cultural research have also examined 
factors such as ethnicity and social class in relation to performance on different types 
of tasks or to attitudes and beliefs (L. G. Conway, Schaller, Tweed, & Hallett, 2001; 
Kagitçibasi & Berry, 1989; Segall, 1986). In fact, Segall (1984) made the argument that 
the concept of culture is nothing more than a collection of independent variables such 
as language and customs, although others (such as Rohner, 1984) disagreed.

Triandis (1996) asserted that dimensions of cultural variation, which he called cultural 
syndromes, can be used in the construction of psychological theories. A cultural syn-
drome is a “pattern of shared attitudes, beliefs, categorizations, self-definitions, norms, 
role definitions, and values that is organized around a theme that can be identified 
among those who speak a particular language, during a specific historical period, and 
in a definable geographic region” (p. 408). Table 15.1 gives examples of some cultural 
syndromes Triandis identified.

The general issue is this: The term culture connotes so much that simply finding dif-
ferences among individuals from one culture to another and attributing those differ-
ences to “culture” is a fairly empty statement (Atran, Medin, & Ross, 2005; Varnum, 


