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Abstract  Influenced by Vygotsky and contemporary sociocultural authors, I have 
aimed to understand the genesis of development in context. I have studied mother–
infant interactions and proposed that they are the origin of “construction zones” 
(M. Cole). The “development niche” (S. Harkness and C. Supper) of Brazilian chil-
dren was the next focus of interest and a series of investigations dealt with mothers’ 
beliefs and practices. The main contribution in this set of studies was to include 
different contexts of the country, in contrast to cross-cultural research that compares 
small groups of different countries. The need to understand further the context in 
which development occurs leads to the search of an integrated evolutionary and 
sociocultural perspective, and a theory of trajectories of development. Furthermore, 
we have argued that Brazil is a good laboratory to test some hypothesis of 
Kağitçibaşi’s theory, and we have conducted studies that have identified in Brazilian 
groups a trajectory of development of the self, named by the author as “related 
autonomy.” Future studies need to deal with measurement difficulties, and the onto-
genesis of related autonomy, but the most important is to pursue theoretical discus-
sions to understand development as both a phylogenetic and a sociocultural 
product.

We shall not cease from exploration, and the end of all our exploring will be to arrive where 
we started and know the place for the first time.

T. S. Eliot

�A Genetic Focus and a General Trajectory of Studies

This chapter aims at presenting a personal trajectory of studies and research as a 
Brazilian developmental psychologist. Although it may not be an original or signifi-
cant contribution to the area, this report of the search for understanding 
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development as a biologically cultural process may be useful for young researchers. 
One parallel and inseparable path to my studies is my commitment as a professor 
and advisor of undergraduate and graduate students to promote their academic 
development, and I will share some of this experience in the chapter.

I should begin by saying that I never had a proper advisor, and this was a major 
influence in my career. My Master Thesis’ advisor at the University of Wisconsin 
(UW) confused academic supervision with nondirective therapy. In our supervision 
sessions, he would stare at me silently for interminable minutes, and I would be 
paralyzed and incapable of speaking, even if I was well prepared and had done my 
job. As a foreign student, with my own handicaps, I was very insecure. This whole 
process was a torture, with many lost work hours. He would let me make choices 
and engage in processes that were dead ends. When I reported my failure, he would 
tell me he knew it would not work, but that I had to discover it by myself.

At the doctorate program, in Brazil, the absence of supervision was also the tone. 
Everything I decided to do, my advisor would say it was fine. I knew it was not, and 
I struggled to do a good job, but it was much harder than it would be if I had at least 
some kind of guidance. The consequence was that I was not able to have the com-
plete Dissertation work published in an international journal at the time.

Shocking as it may appear, I had neither a model nor a direct mentor, and I did 
not have the opportunity to belong to a research group. I applied to be a research 
assistant at UW during the Master’s program, but I was not the selected candidate. 
The interview was collective, at a beer house. I was very shy and I did not drink 
beer… Thus, I had to be very resilient to become a researcher and a professor, mak-
ing all my theoretical and methodological choices by reading and searching in as 
many sources as I could find. It was solitary and hard work. Later, fortunately, I had 
many colleagues I could learn from and with whom I could develop good collabora-
tive work.

It was in this scenario that I discovered Vygotsky’s theory. I found one of his 
books in a used bookstore while I was doing my PhD. I had never had courses about 
him, neither in my Psychology undergraduate studies nor in my Master’s. Having 
read it, I found it fascinating and I took it to my advisor. He dismissed it, by saying 
he was not an important author. Nonetheless, I started reading all of his other books, 
and it was the beginning of a lifelong theoretical relationship. I can say that the role 
models in my career were Vygotsky and Bruner.

Bruner I discovered a little latter, also by myself, and I read most of his publica-
tions. I was able to follow the most important contributions he has offered through 
his exceptionally long and beautiful career, and these contributions have influenced 
my work. His intellectual biography, published in 1983, In Search of Mind, was a 
special source of inspiration for me. I deeply identified with his description of him-
self as having a style of a fox, instead of a hedgehog in the academic life. Curiosity 
moves me, and I have spent all my work years in search of mind. For me, develop-
mental psychology is an instrument to understand human mind.

Believing in the fundamental importance of theories, falsifying hypotheses 
fascinated me. My doctoral dissertation aimed at discussing Piaget’s proposal that 
the constructions in the sensorimotor period of development are necessary and 
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sufficient for the development of language. Understating language as involving not 
only speech but also language understanding, I conducted a longitudinal study with 
two babies from eight to 18 months of age. In this study, I observed the onset of 
language understanding at 10 months, when babies were at intermediate stages of 
sensorimotor development (Seidl-de-Moura 1988, 1990, 1992, 1993a). The studies 
at this time motivated me to comprehend the “initial state” of knowledge construc-
tion and human development. The discussions between Piaget and Chomsky, in 
1975 at the Centre Royaumont des Sciences de l’Homme, in Paris, published in 
1980 (Piattelli-Palmarini 1980), were very instigating. Later, this interest in the “ini-
tial state” of mind development was rekindled when reading Pinker’s The blank 
slate: the modern denial of human nature (Pinker 2002).

Vygotsky’s (1984) concept of zone of proximal development (ZPD) intrigued 
me. It seemed to me that the importance of ZPDs goes beyond the formal educa-
tional implications for which it is most widely known. M. Cole gave a contribution 
to this notion, discussing what he called construction zones (CZ). The difference is 
that he talks about a process of partners’ coconstruction. Differently from Vygotsky’s 
ZPD, it is not the most experienced partner who influences the development of the 
one less developed, but they both engage in exchanges that promote cognitive 
change.

In studies with Newman and Griffin (Newman et al. 1989), Cole introduces the 
notion of construction zones. These, for him, constitute spaces conducive to devel-
opment, where partners exchange, share, and negotiate meanings. Inter-
psychological forms of organization gradually change into intra-psychological 
processes. Each individual elaborates and internalizes their exchanges in a particu-
lar way, through a process of appropriation, discussed by Leont’ev (1981). The 
indeterminacy of discourse is the key concept in the formulation of the notion of 
construction zone for Newman et al. (1989), because it would partly explain the 
process of cognitive change. For these authors, when interlocutors interact in con-
versational exchanges, diverse perspectives are at stake, because there are different 
interpretations of the context. Each of these interlocutors acts as if the other had the 
same frame of reference, appropriates what the other says, and interprets it in his/
her own way.

Those ideas seemed fertile to me and, at first, I have conducted studies on inter-
action mediated by computers as ZPDs or CZ, and problem solving. The computer 
language Logo, which children could use, was a good instrument to observe such 
process (Seidl-de-Moura 1991, 1993b, 1994, 1998). I was soon attracted to the gen-
esis of ZPDs or CZs. Thus, I started to study mother–infant interactions, and pro-
posed that they are the origin of “construction zones” (Seidl-de-Moura 1999). In 
order to be able to hypothesize this, it was necessary to understand early human 
development and the capacities of newborn babies (Seidl-de-Moura and Ribas 
2004).

Because I understand that there is no genesis without context, the “development 
niche” (Harkness and Supper 1996, 2005) of Brazilian children was my next focus 
of interest, and a series of investigations dealt with mothers’ beliefs, goals, values, 
and practices. The main contribution of this set of studies was to include different 
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contexts within the country, in contrast to cross-cultural research that compares 
small groups of different countries.

The need to understand further the context in which development occurs leads to 
the search for an integrated evolutionary and sociocultural perspective, and for a 
theory of developmental trajectories. The work of Keller (Keller 2002, 2007, 2012; 
Keller and Kärtner 2013; Keller et al. 2006) and Kağitçibaşi (2007) were theoretical 
starting points. Furthermore, we have argued that Brazil is a good laboratory to test 
some hypotheses from Kağitçibaşi’s theory, and I was pioneer in studies that have 
identified in Brazilian groups the trajectory of development of the self, named by 
the author as “related autonomy,” which will be later described. Future studies need 
to address measurement difficulties, and the ontogenesis of related autonomy, but 
the most important is to pursue theoretical discussions in order to understand devel-
opment as both a phylogenetic and a sociocultural product.

�Social Interaction as Constitutive of Human Development

Human development is a process resulting from the interaction of biological, 
species-specific characteristics (such as brain size; prolonged immaturity of human 
babies and their dependence on adults; high levels of parental investment, etc.), and 
particular cultural organized environmental conditions, or “developmental niches.”

My assumption is that interactions are constitutive of development from the ges-
tation. The partners at first are very different in terms of developmental level, one 
adult (the mother), a fetus, and a small baby later. How can there be interactions in 
asymmetrical relationships such as those? Interactions mean actions between—
inter-actions. The literature on infant development indicates that babies at first have 
only a limited repertoire, but they can respond to mothers’ actions, or they can act 
and have the mothers respond to them. Babies’ ability to engage in these exchanges 
comes from a set of propensities (open programs), selected throughout our phyloge-
netic history. These propensities allow the human baby to know him/herself, the 
world, and his/hers cospecific, and to build with them a matrix of relationships (one 
of the first ontogenetic tasks) (Ribas and Seidl-de-Moura 1998, 1999; Seidl-de-
Moura and Ribas 1998, 2000, 2004).

This interest in genesis and early interactions leads me to invest in observational 
procedures (Seidl-de-Moura and Ribas 2007). The observations were video recorded 
in natural environments and later coded. The focus was in interactions, and not 
socially directed behaviors. Mother and their babies were the target. We developed 
a protocol that is useful for other studies in the area.

Based on our definition, an interaction starts when one of the partners directs a 
social behavior and the other responds within 5 s. When one or both of the partners 
fail to direct social behaviors to the other for a time interval longer than 5 s, it char-
acterizes the end of the interaction episode. Episodes with a duration of 5 s or less 
are not coded as interactions. Thus, the minimum time to characterize an instance of 
interaction is 6 s. This definition has led to many discussions and decision-making 
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processes. In case of doubts, we do not code the event as an interaction, seeking to 
avoid distortions of overidentifying exchanges between mother and infants.

According to the adopted perspective, what characterizes an interaction is inter-
action. Thus, it is not enough for the mother, for example, to smile, to touch, or to 
speak with the baby. It is necessary that the baby respond within the time indicated 
in the definition, with a social behavior directed to the mother. Thus, interaction is 
defined by a sequence, which cannot have less than two behaviors, one of the mother 
and the other of the baby. In the simplest case, it would be a two-turn interaction, 
with one behavior for each partner.

Mothers or babies can initiate interactional sequences by emitting behavior that 
deflagrates a response. There must be some reciprocal engagement. When the 
mother is performing some activity not focused on the baby, which occupies her 
attention (such as watching TV, for example) and emits a behavior that seems to be 
associated with an action of the baby, one cannot refer to it as an interaction. 
However, the mother may be doing something (like washing dishes, for example) 
and at the same time being attentive to the baby by talking to him/her. In this case, 
if there is a response of the baby within the conditions of the definition, it would be 
possible to consider that there was interaction.

Using this methodology, we have observed interactions that involve reciprocity 
and coordination very early in development. This is possible because of newborn 
babies’ capacities (Seidl-de-Moura and Ribas 2004) mentioned above. In the study 
of infants of 1 and 5 months old, we found that the interactions are predominantly 
face-to-face when infants are 1 month, and stimulated by objects at 5 months old, 
thus indicating a trend observed in Western urban groups (Keller 2007), different 
from early exchanges in other cultural contexts.

Our studies have confirmed the possibility of early mother–infant exchanges 
when infants are 1 month old. The role of affectivity in the interactions is evident 
(Seidl-de-Moura et al. 2004a, b). We have also observed the relationship between 
mothers’ cognitions and their behaviors in interactions (2004b). This was our first 
investigation of one aspect of the babies’ developmental niche, namely mother’s 
cognitions. We have also analyzed the development of self-regulation in small 
infants by observing the coconstruction process in which the baby depends not only 
on his/her neurological maturation but also on the presence and action of the mother 
to modulate states of consciousness (Seidl-de-Moura et al. 2011).

The interactions observed in our studies presented differences in their complex-
ity and in the manifestation of reciprocal affectivity between partners at 1 and 
5 months old. The ages of both the baby and the mother are important aspects for 
the constitution of the interactions. At 5 months, the adult partner—in this case, the 
mother—responds to the increase in the infants’ repertoire, and the exchanges 
become more complex. They become gradually longer and more complex: partners 
establish “proto-conversations” of more turns at 5 months old.

Since those early observational studies, affective manifestations and the presence 
of interactions involving the body contact system have led to the hypothesis that a 
pattern of related autonomy is present in mothers’ care of their babies, as I will 
discuss later in this chapter (Kağitçibaşi 1996, 2007, 2012).
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We have concluded that social interactions occur since birth and even before. 
They are the stage for the development of human species’ typical characteristics, 
selected throughout evolution by their adaptive value. They are a game that involves 
synchronization and mutual engagement. In addition, they allow the baby to develop 
the capacity to communicate and relate their state to that of their social partners, 
through the expression of emotional states. Their emotional and affective dimen-
sions influence perceptions, behaviors, and the possibility of each partner under-
standing him/herself and others  (Seidl-de-Moura, Mendes,  Pessôa & de Marca, 
2009). The initial development task is to build a matrix of social relationships.

Interacting with others and with the environment allows the acquisition by 
human babies of the ability to take the perspective of others and to understand them 
as intentional beings. To know more about the nature of these exchanges is funda-
mental to the understanding of ontogenesis and of human mind.

I was one of the editors of a book with two of my (then) doctoral students (Seidl-
de-Moura, Mendes & Pessôa 2009)—Social Interaction and Development. This 
book synthesizes many of the studies and theoretical reflections on this theme.

�Developmental Psychology and the Majority of the World

Besides understanding the basis of the ontogenetic process, a fundamental question 
for researchers in developmental psychology is to define what is universal, and what 
is circumstantial or culturally specific. In general, those ontogenetic processes have 
been studied with certain biases. For example, priority has been given  to certain 
forms of interactions (e.g., face-to-face), certain developmental goals (e.g., auton-
omy and separation), and to what is considered safe attachment. Henrich et  al. 
(2010) criticize this limitation in psychological studies. Kağitçibaşi (2007) points 
out that psychological studies often focus on Western, Anglo, industrialized con-
texts, which represent the minority of the world. Non-Western and developing coun-
tries, which are what she calls the “majority of the world,” are understudied 
contexts.

One significant example of this bias is about the basic or universal nature of early 
interactions. According to LeVine (1989), Stern proposed that the observed interac-
tion between mothers and babies in New York involving reciprocal play and proto-
conversations represented “… a biologically planned choreography necessary for 
normal emotional development” (p. 62). However, studies from linguistic anthro-
pologists have found no evidence of this kind of interaction in populations of Papua, 
New Guinea. In this culture, as Cole (1998a, b) also points out, mothers hold their 
babies by positioning them to look in other directions rather than at them, and they 
speak about them (infants), rather than to them. Based on this evidence, according 
to LeVine (1989), Stern modified his hypothesis regarding the universality of these 
patterns of interaction, and presented a model consistent with the idea of cultural 
variations in early development environments. The limits between cultural varia-
tions and universals in behavior development is a question that empirical research 
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should address. These cultural studies motivated me and I found in Keller’s (2007) 
proposal of different universal parental systems and their differential cultural orga-
nization a good model to test empirically. Keller takes into account the universal 
evolutionary basis of behavior, as well as the cultural forms it can assume.

I have discussed the importance of adopting an evolutionary perspective in study-
ing the human mind (Seidl-de-Moura 2005a). In an effort to understand what is 
universal and the cultural variations it assumes, I published the chapter “Bases for a 
Socio-Cultural and Evolutionary Developmental Psychology” (Seidl-de-Moura 
2005b), in which I present a perspective for studies of ontogenesis which, without 
denying the biological basis of our behaviors, contemplates the interaction between 
biology and culture.

I found resonance in the studies of Kağitçibaşi (2007), who claims that there are 
no single or standardized paths of development, and that we can observe diverse 
trajectories in varied contexts. In Carvalho et al. (2014), we discuss the different 
perspectives that had influenced our research work (by Patricia Greenfield, Çiğdem 
Kağitçibaşi, and Heidi Keller).

Their models have the common objective of understanding the trajectories of the 
development of the self, based on the dimensions of autonomy and relation, struc-
tured according to specific aspects of the environment. Greenfield (Greenfield 2002, 
2009; Greenfield et al. 2003) emphasizes the role of sociodemographic variables 
and their relation to social change. Keller (2007) contributes to the understanding of 
the biologically cultural nature of development in its ontogenetic and phylogenetic 
aspects. Finally, for Kağitçibaşi (2007), the family plays a fundamental role in the 
development of the self and undergoes transformations according to changes in 
society, especially regarding schooling and urbanization. This author proposes a 
two-dimensional model that includes agency and interpersonal distance. The inter-
section of these two axes makes explicit four models of family and of self, among 
them the related autonomous. With these models as a starting point for reflection, I 
started to conduct some studies in Brazilian contexts.

�The Importance of Intra-Cultural Studies

Studying development in context is a challenge. First, a clear theoretical basis is 
often lacking in cross-cultural studies. In addition, there are not many discussions in 
the literature about the evidence-based contributions to the different theories. Often, 
cross-cultural research is conducted comparing restricted samples from two or more 
countries. This is problematic because there can be culturally diverse groups in the 
same country, or even within large cities, such as New York or Rio de Janeiro. The 
conclusions of comparative studies using very limited groups of participants fre-
quently shocked me. Even in 2015, at the ISSBD conference in Shanghai, I have 
seen an oral presentation in which the author compared Chinese children living in 
cities to “minorities.” When I questioned the presenter at the end of the session 
about the great variety of minorities in China, she answered me that “they are all the 
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same” (!). The observation of many studies with this outlook, and the analyses of 
the literature in the area led to the interest in doing comparative studies in Brazil.

A review of the literature indicated the absence of intercultural studies exploring 
Brazilian contexts (a part of the majority of the world—Kağitçibaşi 2007). This has 
triggered diverse initiatives to explore the beliefs and ideas of parents and other 
caregivers in different contexts of the country since 2002 (Seidl-de-Moura et  al. 
2004b). These studies were guided by the assumption that cross-cultural research 
with small groups of diverse contexts (e.g., American and Chinese mothers), or 
prototypical groups (e.g., traditional and urban cultures) may not represent the best 
methodological option to know developmental trajectories, because studies with 
this approach presuppose intra-cultural homogeneity. Later, taking the model of 
Kağitçibaşi, we studied diverse developmental trajectories in Brazilian contexts 
(Pessôa, et al. 2016; Seidl-de-Moura et al. 2008b, 2014; Vieira et al. 2010a, b).

Seidl-de-Moura, Carvalho & Vieira reviewed and synthetized the set of studies 
conducted on that theme. They have focused on aspects related to mothers’ beliefs 
and values. One study focused on toddlers’ development, with the assumption that 
it reflects the prevalent socialization trajectory in that specific context. Data was 
obtained on what mothers desire for their children in the future; how they want their 
children to turn out (socialization goals); what they think is important in caring for 
them (beliefs about practices); what they highlight in their description of them 
(ideas about their children), and the way they talk to them (narrative envelope, 
which is a part of Keller’s model). Finally, we have studied children’s social-
emotional development. Our assumption is that data on mothers reflect somewhat 
the trajectory they favor in the orientation of their children’s development, and are 
part of the context of development (Seidl-de-Moura et al. 2015).

The results of this set of studies indicate that autonomy and relatedness are not 
opposite dimensions, being present in specific dynamics in different contexts. Brazil 
is a large and diverse country of the “majority world,” it has undergone important 
social-demographic and economic changes in the last years, and we consider this 
country especially appropriate to study these dynamics.

Our results indicate that, in general, Brazilian mothers value both autonomy and 
relatedness in the conceptions of their children, their narrative styles, their socializa-
tion goals, and their practices. However, this model of related autonomy does not 
present a fixed or unique form, and it is influenced by social-demographic and cul-
tural variables. Parental educational level is one important example of these vari-
ables. As observed in the studies, women with higher educational levels tend to 
value their children’s autonomy. They have self-maximization goals for their chil-
dren, and they want them to succeed and be happy. At the same time, it seems that 
this increase in educational level does not decrease some of the relatedness tenden-
cies that may have cultural origins, and be associated to our African and Indigenous 
heritage.

Mothers’ educational level is associated to another important variable: urbaniza-
tion. Although the country has a vast territory, most of its population lives in urban 
centers. Population size of mothers’ cities seems to be another factor that can modu-
late the importance attributed to autonomy and relatedness. Larger cities present 
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typical conditions of postindustrial complex societies, which lead to goals of auton-
omy: increase in the number of potential insertion in-groups and of competition, 
decrease of loyalty among individuals of any of these in-groups, less social support 
from extended family, more isolation, etc. (Velho 1987; Simmel 1973; Triandis 
1989). In these contexts, individuals have the opportunity to focus on their own 
personal goals, rather than on the goals of any groups they might belong (Triandis 
1989).

Our three basic origins—Portuguese, Indigenous, and African people—have 
been mixed with people from different immigration waves across the centuries. 
First-, second-, and third-generation immigrants married Brazilians and new mixed 
families form Brazilian society. Thus, the influence from these different cultures, 
many of them oriented towards autonomy and independence (e.g., Germans), has 
been complemented by the relatedness tendency of our ancestors, in varying degrees 
and forms. The studies indicated differences in the products of the relationship 
between autonomy and relatedness according to varying levels of urbanization (size 
of population), diverse predominant cultural influences, and educational levels.

We believe that the findings not only present evidence supporting Kağitçibaşi’s 
theoretical model, but also contribute to the understanding of aspects of Brazilian 
developmental contexts. They can also contribute to developmental science and the 
relation between universal characteristics and the cultural forms they assume. We 
also think that Brazilian mothers’ childrearing beliefs and practices, which include 
autonomy and relatedness, illustrate Kağitçibaşi’s (2012) integrative synthesis pro-
posal. This author has discussed how the development of related-autonomy and 
social-cognitive development can be universal and desired healthy developmental 
goals. Our study about cooperation and altruism in toddlers and mothers’ beliefs 
and practices (Pessôa et al. 2015) is another example of the relation between moth-
ers’ beliefs and practices and children’s social-cognitive development.

Although understanding cultural orientation towards interdependency in rural or 
traditional groups, and being aware of tendencies for autonomy goals in urban edu-
cated contexts, we can aim at developing persons who have the best of both tenden-
cies. They would have the benefits of formal education, the opportunities for 
self-maximization, and, at the same time, would be able to relate, to be close to 
others, and to cooperate. Thus, as shown, we support the hypothesis that autonomy 
and relatedness are not mutually exclusive, and they seem to be two aspects of the 
parenting models from all over this large country. The studies had participants from 
urban centers of different population sizes in all the country’s regions, from 16 con-
texts, which is not usual in the literature.

Another positive characteristic of the studies conducted is the variety of method-
ological strategies for data collection: inventories, scales, interviews, and behavioral 
observation. Data was analyzed with both qualitative—with coding systems for 
video recordings, and interviews—and quantitative methods.

Instruments construction and adaptation was also one of my contributions. 
Some of the scales translated and adapted are: Knowledge of Infant Development 
Inventory (KIDI) (Seidl-de-Moura et al. 2004b); Social Desirability Scale from 
Marlowe–Crowne (Ribas et al. 2004); Scale of Parental Beliefs and Care Practices 
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(E-CPPC) (Martins et al. 2010); Scales of Self-Autonomous, Interdependent and 
Related Autonomous of Ç. Kağitçibaşi (Seidl-de-Moura, Ziviani, Fioravanti-
Bastos & Carvalho 2013); Family Allocentrism—Idiocentrism Scale (FAS) 
Seidl-de-Moura et al. 2013).

Aiming at understanding the development in Brazilian contexts from a sociocul-
tural and evolutionary perspective, we conducted a study on different parental 
investment models (Seidl-de-Moura et al. 2012a). Participants were 315 mothers 
from different contexts in the country, who had at least one child younger than 
6 years old. They answered scales on Allocentrism, Social support, Adult attach-
ment, and Practices of childcare. Mothers’ characteristics, the type of context (capi-
tal  ×  small city), and reported childcare practices were used in a Tree analysis. 
A  Correspondence analysis was performed using the four clusters obtained and 
mothers’ answers regarding their youngest child. Univariate GLM analyses allowed 
the comparison of mothers’ scores in the different scales. The analyses identified 
four maternal profiles presenting distinctive patterns of association between moth-
ers’ characteristics and care practices. Maternal care is a multi-determined phenom-
enon, and the method employed in this study can give insights into how the 
combination of diverse social-biological factors can result in a set of different child-
care practices.

�Back to the Study of Genesis

The intra-cultural Brazilian studies have indicated that there are some universal 
developmental pathways, but they can assume different forms, and the development 
of self can be in the direction of constructing a notion of autonomy and of relation 
with others in this Western Latin culture. We are back with the original dilemma of 
finding out how related autonomy is constructed in the ontogenesis, using the ideas 
of construction zones and development constituted by social interactions. The 
exploratory study of Seidl-de-Moura et al. (2011) provides some hints of this pro-
cess, but there is still much to be investigated.

Aiming at relating the developmental trajectory expressed in mothers’ beliefs 
and practices to their children’s development, we investigated the early develop-
ment of self-recognition and self-regulation in toddlers (Seidl-de-Moura et  al. 
2012b). The initial process of development of self involves interaction with others 
and the establishment of relationships taking different paths depending on the socio-
cultural context. Self-recognition and self-regulation are considered manifestations 
of this development between 18 and 24 months of age. Participants were 94 mothers 
of different educational levels and their children were of 17–22 months of age from 
two Brazilian cities. Socialization Goals Inventory and Parental Practices in the 
First Year Inventory were used to collect data on mothers’ beliefs. Children per-
formed tasks related to self-recognition (the rouge mirror test) and self-regulation 
(compliance to requests). The group of mothers studied valued both autonomy and 
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interdependence. Children’s responses are consistent with a perspective of rela-
tional autonomy.

In order to observe the genesis of related autonomy, we analyzed some of our 
videos of longitudinal studies of mother–infant interactions: two with babies from 2 
to 6 months old and four from 13 to 24 months old (Mendes and Seidl-de-Moura 
2013; Pessôa and Seidl-de-Moura 2011). We focus on the narrative envelope, or the 
language the mothers used with their children. This concept is formulated by Keller 
(2007), and is one of the parental systems in the model of components proposed by 
the author. According to her, the narrative envelope presents different styles and 
contents according to cultural models.

Mendes and Seidl-de-Moura (2013) and Pessôa and Seidl-de-Moura (2011) veri-
fied that during the periods studied mothers’ speech was marked by agency expres-
sions and mental states attributed to the baby, and a statement of needs. Both of 
these categories are associated with a model that privileges autonomy. On the other 
hand, we observed the significant presence of categories of social rules and coag-
ency, associated to a trajectory that aims at interpersonal proximity and interdepen-
dence. This indicates the presence of tendencies to promote both autonomy and 
relationship. New longitudinal and observational studies are necessary to further 
investigate this tendency.

�Fostering the Growth of Developmental Psychology in Brazil

The organization of a cooperative network of researchers from different parts of the 
country, and from diverse institutions was an important byproduct of the collabora-
tive studies that I coordinated. I consider this to be one of my most significant con-
tributions to developmental psychology in Brazil: to promote collaboration between 
a group of researchers from many institutions across the country. How to compro-
mise and accept differences, and how to administer time and resources were lessons 
learned from this experience. With the cooperation between researchers, their stu-
dents also benefitted, by forming new partnerships and engaging in collaborative 
work.

I was one of the main persons responsible for obtaining funds from different 
agencies for the development of those studies, for the travelling of professors and 
students (graduate and undergraduate) within Brazil and to other countries, for tech-
nical visits and participation in conferences. We have also organized national and 
international conferences, and we were able to invite and to finance Brazilian visits 
of colleagues from other countries. These exchanges with international colleagues 
were very important for the development of our research programs and of our 
students.

I am pleased also to have had the first initiative in 1996 to organize a symposium 
of researchers on developmental psychology that gave origin to the Brazilian 
Developmental Psychology Association in 1998, of which I am one of the founding 
members.

Understanding Human Development as a Product of Our Evolutionary History…



220

I feel it has been a rewarding career in general and that my work has been well 
received by the academic community in Brazil. This can be evaluated by the grants 
I have received along the years, the discussions promoted, and the repercussions of 
several of my talks at conferences. This support from the colleagues and funding 
agencies has been encouraging and very important to keep me motivated to pursue 
my endeavor. As I look at this trajectory, I feel satisfied and fulfilled.

�A Chosen Path: To Teach, Advise, and Mentor Young 
Researchers

Looking back at my career, I can see that my personal difficulties to become a 
researcher because of lack of proper supervision led me to dedicate extensively my 
time to be the opposite of my advisors. I thought that it was necessary to create an 
environment that could foster academic growth. Thus, I have founded a research 
group called Social Interaction and Development—ISDES (www.desin.org) at the 
State University of Rio de Janeiro, where I have been a Full Professor for 25 years. 
This group includes undergraduate and graduate students.

From the beginning, in 1993, I was determined to provide opportunities for stu-
dents to develop research skills, by engaging in actual research studies coordinated 
by me. We developed theoretical and methodological training, and students are 
always encouraged to be active participants as research assistants at different levels. 
They do not work for me, but they were coauthors and learned by doing research to 
answer some of their own questions, and presenting it at conferences, and writing 
articles with other members of the group.

The recruiting process to be a member of ISDES is quite hard (but not in a beer 
house!), and the standards to continue in it are high. Through the years, each begin-
ning of semester we would decide on personal theoretical, methodological, and 
publication goals, and we would evaluate at the end of the semester how these goals 
were achieved.

The group atmosphere is of cooperation and not competition. The more experi-
enced (such as the PhD students) supervise undergraduates. The ones who knew a 
methodological instrument (such as a statistical procedure) would teach it to others. 
I truly tried to promote the development of autonomous-related professionals. 
Dozens of students have participated in the group through the years. I have advised 
19 PhD students, 25 Master’s students, and more than 50 undergraduate students. 
Several of them are now teaching at universities. What I am proudest of are not the 
Thesis or Dissertations the members of the group produced, or the publications we 
have done through the years, mainly in coauthorship, but of the values and attitudes 
of intellectual honesty, cooperation, curiosity, and hard work that I have encour-
aged. I believe that academy needs those values, with more emphasis on coopera-
tion, search for knowledge, and reflection, and less on the number of papers 
published and competition.

M. L. Seidl-de-Moura

http://www.desin.org
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�Final Considerations

As the reader has been warned, this chapter does not intend to present an original or 
significant contribution to developmental psychology. It aims at presenting a per-
sonal trajectory in search of understanding the genesis of human mind as product of 
a biologically cultural process. Some things have been learned. The most important 
of them is the need for good theories of development, theorization, and hypothesis 
testing, and using theories as instruments and not as cages or canes.

Vygotsky’s advice is still valid. We should not look at psychological phenomena 
as fossilized. We need to understand their history in different planes: microgenetic, 
ontogenetic, phylogenetic, and cultural. Thus, we cannot neglect the search for the 
biological and the cultural entwined, for the universal and the diversity of forms it 
assumes in cultural contexts. In this direction, I believe that the line of work we have 
conducted and the results of our studies add up to the literature on human develop-
ment, highlighting the importance of taking into account the context.

Besides all that, in the end it was possible, in my personal path, to give opportu-
nity for the development of a fine group of young researchers who will certainly 
bring a good contribution to developmental psychology. This makes me happy, and 
to be happy is very important.

Maybe some final words should be added about how the contribution of my stud-
ies is reflected in the world outside academic psychology. I believe that this is 
mainly through the work of my former students. Several of them, based, in part, on 
what they learned in our research group, are working on developing programs to 
promote health across the life span, working with parents, children, teachers, etc.
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