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ABSTRACT

Children of Crossroads. An Ethnographic Study of Cognition

Among Seven-Year-Old Xhosa Children in an Urban Environment

Pamela F Reynolds
University of Cape Town, 1983.

It is an anthropological study that describes and analyses all
aspects of life experienced by children of a particular age.
As the subjects were children, certain constraints have been
imposed and demands made upon the research, in particular the
need to extend the analytic tools of the anthropologist to
include some borrowed from the psychologist.

Emphasis has been placed on the relationship between society
and children's cognitive development. It is hoped that an
intensive study combining both systematic observations and
psychological testing may contribute to an empirical scheme
for the collection of data on child thinking processes.

Research was conducted between August, 1979, and January,
1981, in the Crossroads squatter settlement, situated on the
Cape Flats twenty kilometres from the centre of Cape Town.

In order to describe the quality of life of the children, focus
was placed on the lives of relatively few informants. The
lives of fourteen children, ten of whom were attending school,
were studied in detail. Eight were girls.

The sample was compared with a control group of twenty-
five seven-year-olds on a series of Piagetian tasks which
included tests of conservation, relational, classificatory
and spatial concepts. Statistical analysis of the results
suggest that the sample can be accepted as representative of
their age group.

Use was made of the systematic observation and participation
techniques traditional in anthropology,and of a variety of
tests devised by psychologists. These included the Piagetian
tasks mentioned above and his Three Mountain experiment (a

test of perspective), his Seriation Test, and his Dream and



Kinship interviews; Erik Erikson's Play Scene; E Koppitz's
Human Figure Drawing analysis. The Purdue Perceptual-Motor
Survey; kinship tests devised by R LeVine and D Price-Williams,
and S Haviland and E Clark; and others that I devised.
Investigations focused on the children's notions of time,
order, space, kinship and dreams.

The study demonstrates the complexity entailed in compiling
an ethnographic report of just one year of childhood. It
emphasises the need for careful analysis of context and
situation in relation to cognitive processes in cross-cultural
work if inaccurate comparisons or diagnoses are to be avoided.
It documents the impact of socio-political reality on the

children's lives.
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INTRODUCT TON

"... my own observations show that we
have rated the powers of children too
low and that there is mo knowing what
they cannot be given credit for."

(S Freud, 1918:584)

The thesis is an ethnographic study of seven-year-old
children in a South African squatter settlement. The aim of
the work is primarily anthropological in that it describes
and analyses all aspects of life as experienced by children
of a particular age. In as much as the subjects of the study
were children, certain constraints have been imposed and
demands made upon the research. The most far-reaching demand
has been the need to extend the analytic tools of the
anthropologist to include some borrowed from the psychologist.

Within the study, emphasis has been placed upon children's
cognitive development. An intensive study combining both
systematic observations and psychological testing may contribute
to an empirical scheme for the collection of data on child-
thinking processes. Research was conducted for eighteen
months, from August, 1979, to January, 1981, in the Crossroads
squatter settlement, situated on the Cape Flats about twenty
kilometres from the centre of Cape Town, South Africa (see
Map 1).

The study depends upon ethnographic data gathered by other
anthropologists on the Xhosa culture, in particular on the
work of Monica Wilson (nee Hunter). Aspects of Xhosa existence,
including ritual patterns and child-rearing norms, are not
elaborated upon except as they relate to the life experiences
of the children in the study.

In response to a challenge from psychologists and anthropologist:
I applied anthropological methods to explain and describe child-
hood and to clarify assumptions about cognition in relation to

cognitive development. 1In taking up the challenge, I determined
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to draw on the techniques of psychologists on the assumption
that they had developed dependable tools to describe child
cognition. Richards (1970) refers to an early interest in

this area among anthropologists and then neglect. Much of
anthropological writing on childhood generalizes about all
children and leaves one curious as to the nature and range of
their experience. Malinowski (1931) described the child as
"the appropriately moulded organism," a statement that brings
to mind Lorenz's goslings rather than children. 1In
enthnographic literature about African peoples reference 1is
frequently made to 'the African child" as if such a composite
creature exists. There are obvious reasons why this is so.
Children, unlike adults, do not have sets of belief patterns,
rituals, symbols, artifacts or economic activities that are
clearly articulated and representative of common actions, values
or thoughts. Children merge with, contribute to and are
integrated into the cultural whole, but the culture does not
directly represent them. Therefore, one's information about the
way in which children experience the world must derive in large
measure from the children's own behaviour and expression.
Children grow and their testimony alters more rapidly than the
adults'.

To describe the life of a seven-year-old Xhosa child in a
South African squatter settlement in 1980, it was necessary to
focus in detail on the lives of relatively few informants. The
question of the extent to which the microcosm represents the
macrocosm bedevils anthropologists. Hsu, for example, was
never convinced that local variation was more important than
overall pattern. Hsu (1978:152) said: "In my view the principal
justification for village studies in a large society is how the
local facts will illuminate the national picture.' On the
other hand, Crapanzano (1977:20) calls for '"a proper theory of
the relationship between particular and universal."

Although I have not resolved the quandry, I have addressed
myself to an imbalance within it : that is, to the particular

in the form of the individual. As Mary Douglas (1978:5) says,



“"The first source of (our) troubles as cultural anthropologists
is that we have no adequate conception of the individual."

She believes that the solution is to ensure a better account

of social context. A similar theme can be identified within
psychology. For example, Greenbaum and Kugelmass (1980:142)
observe that cross-cultural researchers have not ''adequately
depicted the mechanisms by which culture may affect individuals."
I studied closely the lives of fourteen children for a year in
order to accumulate sufficient data upon which to consider

links between society and the individual.

If some account was to be made of the experiences of children
in an urban squatter camp clinging to the fringes of a large
industrial city, then the problem of how to record aspects of
social change had to be faced. Wilson (1977:28) believes that
social change is manifest in "minute particulars' (a phrase
borrowed from William Blake, 1804) and that it can be recorded
if attention is paid to social process. 1 paid attention to
the minute particulars of children's maturation and their
experience of major socio-economic upheavals.

A strong, though sometimes dormant, theme within
anthropological writing has to do with the manner in which
people negotiate their claims and construct their culture.
Creativity at the cultural level emerges from the experience
of individuals during childhood and adulthood. 1Ideally, a
researcher would like to know how children negotiate their claims
and construct their culture. Children in South Africa have paid
dearly, too often with their lives, for their attempts to
assume the right to do just that. In presenting the details
of some children's lives, I hope to contribute to the under-
standing of the lives of other Xhosa children. We need to
begin to make connections between individual creativity and
the renewal of social institutions.

I am interested in people's construction of their culture
and in each person's construction of self. So was Joyce
(1937:183),who wrote:



"As we, or Mother Dana, weave and unweave our
bodies, Stephen said, from day to day so does
the artist weave and unweave his image. As
the mole on my right breast is where it was
when I was born, though all my body has been
woven of new stuff time after time, so through
the ghost of the unquiet father the unliving
son looks forth. In the intense instant of
the imagination when the mind, Shelley says,
is a fading coal, that which I was is that
which I am, and that which in possgibility I

may come to be."

In the children's accounts of their experiences, in their
descriptions of their families, their views of Crossroads,
their paintings, their stories, their clay modeling, their
puppet play, their games and songs, I sought signs of their
conceptions of self and indications of changes in those
conceptions, particularly in relation to socio-political
occurrences. In my opinion, this theme of re-creation under-
lies Piaget's theoretical formulations. For him the main
problem of genetic epistemology was ''the explanation of the
construction of novelties in the development of knowledge."
(Piaget, 1970a:77) His notion that each child re-creates
knowledge has fertilized the search for explanations of the
re-creation. A number of Piaget's tests were administered to
children in this study and an analysis of their use in a third
world situation is given in Section Two.

Thus far, I have mentioned two themes that run through the
study : the relationship between individual and society, and
change as a continuous individual and social occurrence. A
third theme describes and analyses situation and context
specific to the nature of cognitive processes. Cole (1978:629)
argues that, "We need, in effect, an ethnography of cognitive
activities, where the nature of each activity is probed by a
variety of observations, including experimentally contrived

ones.'" The same author (1978:630) observes that,



"Traditional anthropological analysis provides

no easy answer for these problems. There 1is
precious little in the anthropological literature
to guide anyone convinced that real life
situations as well as experiments must be
included in the science of culture and cognition.
Neither analysis of belief systems nor sophisticated
contrastive analyses of folk taxonomies are
likely to carry us far. What we need is
ethnography that analyses cognition as specific
acts of activities engaged in on specifiable
occasions. Whether the resulting research is
called anthropology or psychology will then not
depend upon objects or methods of observation
but on the theoretical objectives of the

researcher."

Many psychologists interested in cross-cultural research
have reiterated the call for attention to be paid to the
situation and context in which cognitive processes are
observed or measured. To anthropologists the call is a little
puzzling as they have always attempted to ensure the provision
of "concrete specificness and circumstantiality" with any field data
(Geertz, 1973:23). Richards (1970) reminds us that for anthropologists,
in the British tradition at least, 'meanings are deeply
embedded and context bound,'" and Wilson (1948:11) suggests
that one of anthropology's major contributions to social
studies is '"the insistence of synthesis.' Douglas (1980:54)
believes that in Evans-Pritchard's writings about the Azande
he demonstrates that,

"the work that thought does is social.

After this study was published, it should

not have been possible to make philosophical

statements about thought without recognizing

that thought makes cuts and connections

between actions. Questions about rationality

should be questions about the coherence of

particular actions within articulate

institutions."



Evans-Pritchard was upholding the anthropologists' belief in
the interrelations of different aspects of society. It is |
not a belief exclusive to the discipline. Marx, for example,
thought the very definition of a problem depends on the
experience of a particular way of living; and Mao said that,
"It is man's social being that determines his thinking."
(Starr, 1979:46)

What is new in the psychologists' call is their invitation
to anthropologists to join them in actively seeking to invent
alternatives to existing theory and assumptions within the
arena of cognitive development. (Warren, 1972:353)
Psychologists are aware of the need to combine laboratory

testing with detailed knowledee of the culture in which the



Finally, Bruner (1981:261) warns against placing too much weight
on social ecology and its role in the shaping of cognition : he
identifies the need to examine the complex processes whereby

this shaping takes place.

METHOD
My intention in this study was simple : its execution
complex. 1 was suspicious, and not alone in being so, of the

results of many psychological tests that demonstrate the
inferiority of children in non-Western countries to those in
the West. It has at various times been held that children

in "other" cultures are less intelligent or that their develop-
ment is arrested in early adulthood or that they are culturally
"deprived". I resolved to look closely at the expressions of
thought of some young children to examine the wvalidity of such
points of view. To do so, I immersed myself in the
anthropological enterprise. Only, it seemed to me, if I could
establish a relationship of trust with children and could work
with them in the context of their lives could I begin to
recognise the quality of their development. The thesis is

a methodological search for ways in which we can improve the
study of children and, therefore, the analysis of cognitive
development.

In order to prepare myself to work with children, I studied
anthropology, psychology and education at the University College
of Rhodesia and Nyasaland, and the Universities of Cape Town,
Harvard, New Delhi and Cambridge. I have been fortunate in
having had many fine teachers including Monica Wilson,

Erik Erikson, Paulo Freire, Beatrice Whiting and Veena Das.

There is a gap in ethnographic studies in southern Africa -
there are no full studies of childhood. Most monographs
contain small sections on children and there are substantial
sections in some on initiation (the most comprehensive of which
is Richard's study of a girl's initiation among the Bemba
(1956). Blacking's book, Black Background. The Childhood of

a South African Girl (1964), is a poor contribution. No




serious attempts have been made to write an ethnograpny using

children as informants or to study cognitive development in the
full context of living and growing in South Africa. Recent
writing about the San (see Lee and DeVore, 1976 especially
articles by Biesele, Draper, Katz, Konner, Shostak, and Yellen
and Lee; Draper, 1973; Goldberg, 1977; Konner, 1972, 1973 and
1977; and Marshall 1976) offers carefully documented descrip-
tions of children's lives and details the extent of the
knowledge that they have to acquire before adulthood. Read's
classic, Children of Their Fathers. Growing up Among the Ngoni
of Malawi (1968), makes a sound descriptive beginning, and

Gelfand (1979) has compiled descriptions of toys and games

among the Shona. An obvious reasons as to why there are no
studies of the kind I have outlined is that the study of
children is difficult. Besides the course has not been charted.

Children aged seven were selected for study because age
seven is a pivotal age in status for many Xhosa; age seven is
also an important age in Piaget's scheme of intellectual
development. Besides, it is the age at which black children
in South Africa begin to attend school. Many Xhosa see it as
an age at which a child emerges from the first period of child-
hood, to a time when, traditionally, a hoy was capable of
herding cattle and a girl of doing many household tasks and
caring responsibly for younger siblings. Van Tromp (1948)
observes that from the age of seven a boy has an enhanced
social status. He is considered to have more experience and
better judgement. Although responsibilities increase, his
legal status remains that of a child. Adult opinion in
Crossroads supported this attitude towards both boys and girls
aged seven. A similar change in status at that age has been
recorded elsewhere in Africa, for example by Read (1968) among
the Ngoni of Malawi.

Jean Piaget considers seven a crucial age in a child's
cognitive development. He believes that up to about seven
years there is little chance that even societies that value
logico-mathematical thinking can have much effect on the

preparatory phases of the child's intellectual development.
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He speaks of the: "thin veneer" of such influences. (Piaget,
1967:b) He says of the child of six or seven that "... the
child's reasoning is beginning to go beyond the initial
prelogical level" and that only then, "... when the child's
intuitive evaluations have become mobile and he has therefore
reached the level of the reversible operation, ... (does)

he become capable of inclusions, seriation and counting."
(Piaget, 1941:184) Piaget explains that, "From seven to eight
years, the child is capable of logical reasoning processes

but only to the extent of applying particular operations to
concrete objects or events in the immediate present : in other
words, the operatory form of the reasoning process, at this
level, is still subordinate to the concrete content that makes

up the real world."” (Piaget, 1972c¢:1-2) 1 used a number of
Piaget's tests to describe the level of skill among the Crossroads'
sample and to compare the level of ability of the sample children
with a control group.

As T was compiling an ethnography of seven-year-old children,
any child of that age in the community qualified as an informant.
Indeed, I observed, listenend to, plaved with and recorded the
songs of many children of all ages. However, zs 1 intended

to record the details of children's individual experiences and

cognitive growth, I had to select a sample. 1 had to know each
child well. I had to work with each across time and in many
situations. I had to devise exercises to draw out their thoughts.

I had to win their trust that they might offer me their

fears and their dreams. I had to test them on a range of

tasks to assess their abilicty. I estimated that I would be
able to follow closely the lives of ten children. The rights
of the people in the community to work and live with their
children in Cape Town were not secure and it seemed likely that
children would fairly often be sent from town to country and
back or shift among kin. Therefore, [ began with fifteen
children, hoping that only a third might leave the area during
the period of study. As it turned out, only cne child left on
an extended visit to the Transkei soon after 1 had begun to work
with him,.




















































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































