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Infancy is a life stage that was considered as a “blooming buzzing confusion” (William James) for a long time. Ethological
longterm observations of infants in their natural environment have revealed that infants have a multitude of behavioural
predispositions that enable them to participate in social interactions from the beginning. The era of the “competent infant”
started during the 1970ies with a still ongoing documentation of inborn capacities as well as abilities to process environmental
information. Most of the research is aimed at documenting universality. From an evolutionary as well as a cultural perspective,
however, development has to be adapted to contextual demands, so that cultural variation in developmental pathways has to be
expected. With our cross-cultural longitudinal research program we are exactly addressing this question with a multimethod
approach. Based in an ecocultural model, we assess children’s learning environments (i.e. socialization goals of their families,
ethnotheories and the infant’s social experiences. We follow the infants’ mastery of universal developmental tasks over the
next years. With the example of two very different ecosocial contexts, Western middle-class families and subsistence-based
farmer families, two diverging views on infancy will be presented. Developmental consequences in terms of different
developmental trajectories will be highlighted.
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