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Abstract
The authors suggest that by placing cultural diversity

at the core of relational theory, the basic concepts, language,
and applications of the theory are enlarged and reshaped.
The major constructs of relational theory are examined as to
their relevance to psychological growth and development in
other cultures.  The contributions of women of color to the
development of relational theory are noted, as are the
difficulties of integrating and incorporating these
contributions.  Finally, future directions are suggested for
theory and practice in the evolution of relational theory.

There is a growing movement—similar to the
movement to integrate women’s perspectives into the
center of psychological and developmental theories—
that is demanding to place cultural diversity at the
core.  By that, we mean to put into the center of our
discourse—from the beginning, throughout its
development, and until its end—the ways in which
culture, race, ethnicity, social class, etc. affect the
processes that we are analyzing and our theoretical
assertions, clinical interventions, and prevention
programs.

This movement demands an appreciation of how
we are all products of specific contextual and historical
circumstances—even American, middle-class,
heterosexual, Caucasian individuals.  The basic notion
is that everybody is a product of an ethnicity, a social
class, a culture; thus, our world views, assumptions,
interventions, and goals are all a product of our
individual characteristics in transaction with the
social, cultural, and historical context.

As such, relational theory is the product of a
group of individuals in a particular social, cultural,
and historical context.  As the introduction of Women’s
Growth in Connection (Miller, 1976) asserts:

...We recognize that what we—five white middle-
class well-educated women—are putting forth as a
perspective of women’s development is clearly
limited by our own life experiences, by the nature
of the work we do and the people with whom we
work. Clearly we could have had a more complex,
more encompassing perspective if we had begun
with a broader realm of experience from which to
draw.  It is especially important...to incorporate
the patterns of relationship that exist with those
who are marginalized by the dominant culture.
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Without this, there is no way that we can speak for
all women (p. 7).

Recognizing the need to place diversity at the core and
the particular context within which relational theory
has evolved, what we want to do today is an exercise
where we place diversity at the center of relational
theory.  As is customary of our working style, we will
each attempt to do that in our own unique way.
Cynthia will start by exploring how some of the major
constructs of relational theory seem also very relevant
to psychological growth and development in other
cultures.  While some need further elaboration to be
more applicable, by contrast others are more
problematic.

Robin will bring the Stone Center Working Papers
written by or about women of color to the forefront of
our discussions in order to hear their collective voices.
What are their main issues?  How come these issues
remain marginal, peripheral, and not brought into the
core?

Finally, Jan will explore how, if cultural diversity
had been placed at the core from the very beginning,
we would conceptualize some of its major
constructs—what holds and what does not when we
place diversity at the center.

Cynthia Garcia Coll
A major principle of relational theory is the

importance of relationships for human growth and
development.  Unlike other developmental theories,
this theory proposes that relationships’ importance for
developmental processes do not diminish over the life
span but maintain their importance throughout.
Based on women’s experience, it is asserted that the
importance of relationships is as great for men as it is
for women, although it might be expressed differently.

In my experience as a Puerto Rican middle-class
female growing up on the island in the 50s, 60s and
70s, I cannot conceive of a better model that explains
my own growth and development:  the impact of my
mother and grandmother and their respective
relationships; the impact of many members of my
extended family that includes 26 cousins and nine
uncles and aunts, plus my “madrina” and “padrino”;
how all of these relationships were incorporated by an
only child in a matriarchal family system; the impact
of numerous teachers, both males and females, who
took an extra interest in me and contributed to my
love of knowledge and my career choice of academics;

my numerous lifetime friendships, primarily with
female friends; and those therapeutic relationships
that came at particular critical points in my life.

As with my own personal experience, I am
convinced that this model of development does
capture the experience of other cultures, ethnicities,
and social classes more accurately than those that
propose that the role of relationships in psychological
well-being diminishes over the life span.  Research
conducted with these groups show how important the
role of kinship, extended families, and other sources of
support is to the well-being of these populations.

But what happens when we place diversity at the
core?  The nature of the relationships that contribute to
psychological growth might shift.  It is interesting to
note that a lot of the examples chosen to illustrate the
constructs of relational theory depict primarily
relationships with women friends, husbands/partners,
or therapists. The lack of examples addressing other
family members is striking.  This is striking because
one of the main sources of strength for ethnic, racial
minorities, and individuals from lower socioeconomic
backgrounds is their family and those of fictive kin.
The concept of familism has been coined to capture
this particular relational context, and it refers to the
importance of these relationships for psychological
well-being.  Families, moreover, are not defined solely
by the nuclear family but include mothers, fathers,
husbands/partners, brothers, sisters, cousins, aunts, as
well as in-laws and “compadres y comadres.”  In other
words, many different family members can make
significant contributions to a women’s relational
context.

Another major notion of relational theory is that
the concept of self is seen as developing from
increasing differentiation within relationships rather
than moving away from relationships.  This is also a
major contrast with traditional notions of the self in
dominant developmental theories.  In these theories
the goal of development is a separate, independent
sense of self.

From my own personal experience as a Puerto
Rican woman, this framework captures my
psychological experience better than the notion of
striving to move away from relationships.  I observe
and am relieved by the work of the Stone Center as I
strive for differentiation within intimate, family, and
working relationships and observe this pattern within
myself since early childhood.




