Developmentalist Guide Chapter 2 X B ¥ X &5

English Original

Excerpted from L. Holzman, A Developmentalist’s Guide to Better Mental Health: Navigating
Everyday Life Dilemmas. Routledge, 2025.

Chapter 2. A Developmentalist’s Practice

Abstract: The topic of this chapter is what guides a developmentalist’s practice. Each
of four elements of the overall conceptual framework are presented and elaborated.
First, “creating stages, playing and performing” puts forth a social-cultural, relational,
and performative understanding of development, one in which the theatrical stage is
the appropriate metaphor rather than a hierarchical ladder. Second, “engaging
developmental dilemmas” draws the distinction between dilemmas as commonly
understood to be either-or choices, and developmental dilemmas non-dualistic
opportunities for growth. Next, “expanding emotional repertoires” discusses human
emotionality as potentially transformable and expansionary, and argues that when we
relate to emotions as something people create, the possibilities for creating new
emotions are endless. The final element “accepting our sociality and embracing our
relationality” discusses our radical relationality as human beings.

As a developmentalist, | invite people to expand their emotional scripts. We humans
have created our emotionality. It is, potentially, ever-changing. We can perform new
emotions into existence. We can expand our emotional repertoire.

Before proceeding to the letters | received and my responses, | want to share some
of what guides how | read and respond, in other words, what being a
developmentalist means to me. Each of the sections in this chapter present an
element of the developmentalist conceptual framework: creating stages, playing and
performing; engaging developmental dilemmas; expanding emotional repertoires; and
embracing our relationality.

Creating Stages, Playing and Performing

A developmentalist's practice is based in a social-cultural, relational, and
performative understanding of development. This is different from the common
understanding of development that we have been socialized to. Whether you have
studied psychology or not, you most likely picture human development as a series of
stages that individuals pass through on their way to becoming adults (think of Freud
and Piaget). These stages are believed to emerge in a fixed order, due to maturing of
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the brain and a reasonable amount of nurturing. In other words, the dominant view is
that development is something that happens to us as individuated selves. In addition,
while over the past half-century psychologists have expanded their interest and
understanding of development beyond childhood, a stage-like and hierarchical view is
still embedded in what has come to be known as life-span development. This is the
case not only for Piaget and Freud, but also for other influential psychologists such as
Kohlberg (1958) and his stages of moral development and the hierarchy of needs put
forth by Maslow (1943).

A simple way to see the difference between this dominant view and a
developmentalist's understanding of development is to picture two kinds of stages.

Stage theories fit well with an image of a ladder with its steps leading progressively
upward. My social-cultural, relational and performative theory fits well with the image
of a theatrical stage upon which a cultural activity, a performance, is created and
shared. Through this social activity, the actors and crew are building relationships
with each other and the audience.

A developmentalist incorporates this theatrical language into their way of seeing
human life. | mean this literally. Performing, for me, is more than a metaphor. It's what
people do. Creating stages and performing on them is, to me, what people do and
how they develop.

Performing in this sense is closely related to playing in the way children do. This is
easiest to see when children are engaging in free and imaginative play with each
other, their toys and stuffed animals, and all kinds of objects They create the stage
for an elephant and a horse to dance and choreograph their moves, they create a
doctor’s office and become a doctor for their sick teddy bear, they stage a
confrontation between two superheroes, they perform as Mommy making dinner for
her babies, and so on. In situations like these, they are being who they are and other
than who they are—at the very same time. They are themselves, but they are also
performing “other.”

A century ago, the renowned Russian psychologist Lev Vygotsky identified this kind
of play as the leading activity of children’s development—in play, he wrote, children
perform “a head taller” than they are (Vygotsky, 1978, p. 102). While Vygotsky’s
insights give us a deeper understanding of what is easily identified as children’s play,
they do even more—they help us realize that this capacity to perform/to play is the
key to all human development and learning.

To illustrate, let’s look at the development and learning of language, something
Vygotsky was very interested in as a cultural-historical phenomenon. He looked at
language as a unique form of psychological activity, one in which people not only
create words and meanings, but also continuously create new speakers (and signers
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and writers and readers). Building on this understanding, for decades | have pursued
the topic of how humans become what | like to call “languagers” (Holzman, 2019). |
use this term (which | think | made up) to convey more than learning and more than
speaking. Languagers create language and use language to create other things—
relationships, learnings, material things, and themselves. Languagers are speakers,
listeners, conversationalists, readers, writers, poets, singers, creators, makers of
meaning. Becoming a languager involves acquiring skills and knowledge. But it's
fundamentally a developmental, a qualitatively transformative, activity of becoming
something and someone you weren't.

We can see this beautifully in the process of becoming a speaker when we are very
young. | love inviting people to talk with me about this, since most of us have never
given it a moment’s thought. | especially like bringing this topic to groups of young
people in college classrooms and after-school programs. | ask them, "How many of
you were once babies?" (They all raise their hands and snicker a bit.) "How many of
you learned to talk?" (Ditto.) |1 go on: "How many spoke English as your first
language? Spanish? Korean? Chinese? Bengali?" When | ask how come we all didn't
begin speaking the same language, they typically respond that we speak what the
people around us speak. We learn the language we hear. | agree and go on to say
that as babies we're anything but passive in this process, that we play an active role
in creating ourselves as speakers. And we do it together with others around us—
through playing and performing.

| tell them that each one of us played with sounds and words and sentences as an
everyday part of what we were doing with our families in the house and on the street
and playground. Each one of us creatively imitated mothers and fathers and brothers
and sisters and grandparents and friends and neighbors and people on television,
and they became part of who we were becoming, as the unique person that each of
us is. Each one of us was related to as a speaker even though we didn't speak a
language but merely babbled. It's as if we were in a scene of a play performing as
characters carrying on a conversation. And even though only one character knows
the language and neither one understands what the other is saying—we’re
performing that we do. And through this performance, we transform from babblers to
speakers.

I've never spoken with a group that didn’t love this conversation. Teenagers tell me
that no one ever talked to them about language before and thank me for giving them
the opportunity to think and speak about this new thing. College sophomores are
intrigued by the idea that learning the subject matter of their courses might have
something to do with learning to speak its language.

The fields of psychology, psychiatry and psychotherapy have done a spectacular job
in teaching us and getting us to use their language. This is the case not only for
individuated stages of development, but for how we name and understand our
emotions, our pain and distress, our relationships and interactions—indeed, our lives.
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From a developmentalist's point of view, this is unfortunate in so many ways. It
narrows our view and limits us to what we are told is scientifically proven to exist
when, in so many cases, this is not the case. Psychiatric diagnosis is a glaring case
in point. Critiques of it abound, not only of its lack of scientific validity and its
disregard for the unique experiences of the individual, but also of its authoritarian role
in maintaining the status quo of inequity and injustice, its gender, race and class
biases, and its glorification of individualism and suspicious attitude toward collectives
and groups. (See Chapter 15 for a description and references to some of these
critiques.)

Psychological language socializes us to understand ourselves and relate to others as
isolated individuals who commodify ourselves, who are driven to possess and
compete with each other, who see the world in black and white, good and evil, us and
them. Many of us feel trapped into certain ways of feeling and relating by this
framework and wish there was a way out. For a developmentalist, what is required is
to be other, so that we can become more and other than who we are. Perhaps
individually and as a nation and as humanity, we can become less depressed, less
lonely, less angry and more loving. In keeping with this, a developmentalist's practice
invites people to imagine otherwise, to play with known language and ways of seeing
in such a way as to see other possibilities and try out other ways of being that give
expression to who we are becoming.

Engaging Developmental Dilemmas

This book is written to help you see, reflect and act upon life’s dilemmas. Not the
“damned-if-you-do/damned-if-you-don’t” scenarios, as we commonly understand
them. Not those situations in which we feel forced to choose between two actions,
both of which we find unpleasant, distasteful or downright wrong. As a parent, you
want to protect your children as much as you can and think that monitoring their
screen time and activity will do this. But you also want to encourage them to think
critically and develop responsibility—and to know that you trust and respect them. Do
you control them or let them be? Or maybe you had a huge fight with a family
member and neither of you can apologize or forgive each other. But you know that
the two of you not talking is painful for the rest of the family. Do you pretend nothing
happened for the sake of the family or do you continue to give the cold shoulder? In
both examples, whichever way you choose to go, you are likely to have doubts or
misgivings.

In a nutshell, that's how dilemmas have come to be understood in our either-or world.
Two roads. No way out! We have been raised, taught, and shaped to see and think
and feel and experience dualistically. Humans are not only bi-focal (having both near
and distant vision), but we have also become “bi-polarized.” By that | mean seeing
and having to choose either this or that. Near and distant vision is great. “This or that”
vision isn’'t. And so, while we often lament the fact that we are living in a polarized
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world, | want us to also lament that our eyes have been trained to see polarity. To
me, the two seem inextricably bound together. Minimizing or undoing one entails
minimizing or undoing the other.

Engaging a life dlemma developmentally is something other, something different. It's
the activity of viewing the world without our either-or glasses, without feeling that we
have no choice but to settle for the lesser of two evils. Engaging life dilemmas
developmentally expands our imaginings such that we catch a glimpse of another
choice—the choice to grow. Let me explain.

In order to get out from under being trapped, frustrated and stuck, you need to move
out of your usual ways of feeling and seeing and understanding and relating by
creatively doing something you don’t usually do, by being, if you will, other than “you.”
We all have the capacity to create new feelings and emotions, new ways of seeing
and understanding, and new ways of relating. To keep creating who we are. That is
how “other than you” becomes you. With development as the continuous process of
creating who we are, we can create new choices besides either this or that. A
dilemma engaged developmentally (performing “other”) offers you the chance to
grapple with whether and how to keep developing.

The letters and responses in the subsequent chapters will help you see the difference
between dilemmas framed as “either-or” impasses and/or as opportunities for growth.
Many letters are from people facing life challenges, people feeling stuck with
seemingly bad or impossible choices who are wanting help in how to approach their
problems. | respond to how they are telling their story; | wonder how they’re
understanding their situation and what assumptions they might be making that make
them see it the way they do. And | tell them what | see as the particular
developmental issue their situation is a part of and how they might need to grow
around it— by doing something outside the either-or box in order to see and
experience themselves and others in new ways, in order to see and act upon their
(hopefully) developmental dilemma. | think of these “conversations” as providing a
direction you can take to create a way out of bi-polarity and impasse—"a way out of
‘No Way!” In my experience, our lives are enriched, and we all can grow ourselves
and our relationships when we see and act upon the developmental dilemmas we
face.

Expanding Emotional Repertoires

Growing ourselves and our relationships includes growing emotionally. Growing
emotionally means creating new emotions. If development is the life-long, creative
activity of people transforming who they are and what there is into something new,
then human emotionality is potentially transformable and expansionary. When we see
and relate to emotions as something people create, the possibilities for creating new
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emotions are endless.

As a developmentalist, | invite people to expand their emotional scripts. We humans
have created our emotionality. It is, potentially, ever-changing. We can perform new
emotions into existence. We can expand our emotional repertoire.

We are a long way from the days when Paul Ekman (1978) used facial expressions
to identify six universal basic emotions. Social scientists have expanded Eckman’s
list many times over in their attempts to account for and classify the incredible
complexity of human emotionality. And while the majority of researchers and
practitioners now recognize the importance of societal and cultural factors in shaping
human emotion, “nurture” is still seen as secondary to “nature.” And fewer still
acknowledge that the very way we conceive of emotions—and the language we have
come to use to describe them—are also major shapers of “how we feel.”

How do we conceive of emotions? What kind of entities do we take them to be?
Would | feel differently if | conceived of my feelings differently? As a
developmentalist, | take these questions to be—well, developmental! In my
experience, they open us up to possibility. For example, must | name how | feel right
now? Are emotions any less social when we “keep them to ourselves’? Is test anxiety
the same as climate anxiety? What do we gain and what do we lose by classifying
them both as anxiety? Is my anger something inside me? How can | control it? Did
my brain/hormones/genes really make me do it? These questions, and dozens more
like them, contain many of the assumptions of the dominant individualized and
psychologized discourse of emotions that permeate our everyday emotional
language. They can serve as invitations to play with this language, to move around
and through the tried-and-true and imagine new possibilities.

For too many of us, too much of the time, our all too real emotional pain and distress
is depressingly familiar. Like a theatre company that put up the same handful of plays
year after year, we too have a stock repertoire. We lash out in anger when we feel
wronged. We feel shame when we experience rejection. We panic when we don’t
know what to do. We are trapped by our societally shaped, well-practiced emotional
life. It is hard to imagine not feeling this way, and so it is hard to imagine doing
something different. But we can. We can perform. As one example, we can
intentionally perform that anger, shame or panic. | guarantee you will feel different if
you do. You will feel something new (and there’s no need to name it!) and so will the
people you are with—opening up the possibility that together you can create
something new in your relationship. What happens to the anger, shame or panic? It is
unlikely it will go away, but now it “has company.” You have created a new feeling,
expanded your emotional repertoire. Performing how you feel, as in the example just
given, is just one way to create new emotions. There are many, many others. See if
you can find hints to them in the letters and responses that follow in Part Two.
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Accepting our Sociality and Embracing our Relationality

Finally, we cannot be reminded too often that we humans are social beings. We
might feel and even believe that our life activity is a series of encounters with others,
our self-contained body-mind constantly bumping into other self-contained body-mind
entities. | read that in many of the letters | receive, and it saddens me. But we are not
self-contained. We are radically relational. We are born social, and we die social.
Every step of the way in between is a co-creation with others, past, present and even
future others. Our power lies in embracing this by co-creating some new ways to be
together. Inviting people to do that—to take advantage of our relationality—is what
ties together the other three elements of a developmentalist's practice.
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