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For
FRANCESCA,
my kid





On the day you were born

the Earth turned, the Moon pulled

the Sun flared, and, then, with a push,

you slipped out the dark quiet

where suddenly you could hear …

… a circle of people singing with voices familiar and clear.

“Welcome to the spinning word,” the people sang,

as they washed your new, tiny hand.

“Welcome to the green Earth,” the people sang,

as they wrapped your wet, slippery body.

And as they held you close

they whispered into your open, curving ear,

“We are so glad you’ve come!”



—DEBRA FRASIER,

On the Day You Were Born, 1991
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Introduction

“Parenting is the most important job of your life,” my father once told me, “but one for which you get no training.” He looked at me, one of his four children, and added rather sheepishly, “Most of the time, you fly by the seat of your pants.”

I’ve thought about the seats of those pants a lot over the past few years, years during which I’ve been researching and writing about parenting across cultures and throughout human history and years during which I have been parenting my own daughter. In my research, I’ve questioned how we care for our children and why our styles of care are shaped a particular way. Is there a “best” way to treat a child? Might other cultures have ideas about parenting that make sense and be incorporated into our child-rearing practices? Can biology provide some answers?

And as a parent with anthropological training, I began to question seriously my own parenting and what my culture was telling me to do. Surely the way we treat kids in Western culture isn’t the only way, or even the “best” way to go about this, I wondered. Slowly I began to question even the simple parenting tasks that I had taken for granted. Why do I expect my daughter to sleep through the night? Why do I expect her to be a certain height and weight and have a vocabulary of so many words at so many months? Why am I spending all my free time driving her to play groups just to expose her to other kids? What’s with this concept of “timeout” parents have come up with and that ubiquitous phrase of encouragement, “Good job”? Deep down, I knew these were all cultural constructions. I wanted to stand apart and take a look at them—and their validity. Eventually, I just couldn’t take on faith what the pediatrician said I should do to properly raise my daughter, or what Dr. Spock or Penelope Leach or Dr. Sears said was true, or what the advice books told me was “normal.” I had to know the larger context within which such advice is given, where these pearls of wisdom come from culturally, and why exactly that particular advice is considered the “right” thing to do or expect.

In my previous book, Our Babies, Ourselves, I followed the work of a group of anthropologists, child development experts, and pediatricians who are interested in how various cultural styles mold parents and babies in their first year of life together. I learned that we adult humans are pretty nicely designed to take care of infants. Human babies are born highly dependent. When our human ancestors began to walk upright on two legs, this change in locomotion restructured the pelvis. This was not a problem at first, because our ancient ancestors still had infants with small heads. Until 1.5 million years ago, the ancestral brain was the same size as a chimpanzee’s and could easily fit through the birth canal. But then came a push for large brain size. Adult humans have the largest brains relative to body size, and largest heads, of any mammal. But a pelvis designed for upright walking can’t accommodate such a huge head. And so there is a compromise—our babies have had to come into the world a bit too soon, neurologically unfinished and unable to care for themselves. At the same time, adult caretakers come equipped with the ability to sense what babies need and they are compelled to engage in a physically and psychologically entwined relationship, a relationship that lasts for years, even a lifetime.

I also discovered that this relationship can play out in myriad different ways. Biology might dictate a close connection, but humans are highly flexible and so we interject culture into biology. In fact, in parenting as in all human behaviors, the dictates of biology are often ignored, denied, or overridden for all sorts of social or cultural reasons. The way we bring up our children, in fact, often reflects more about our social history and our folkways and our traditions than what babies and children might need and expect. And so I have become fascinated by that place where biology meets culture, the place where parents and their children are pushed by biology and yet pulled by culture.

Kids picks up where Our Babies, Ourselves left off. Once infants begin to walk and talk, a whole new universe opens up for them—and for us. The logical move for me, as a scientist, a writer, and a mother, was to follow along into that next stage. Kids, then, is an exploration of how biology and culture shape our kids, our parenting styles, and our expectations about this life cycle stage.

But why do this? There are the thousands of parenting advice books filling neighborhood bookstores and libraries full of academic studies in child development. Surely we have more than enough references to understand what makes children tick. After completing my research, I must answer: Maybe not. Most of that work is very narrowly focused—it deals primarily with white Western middle-class kids—and provides little context beyond what that restricted slice of modern society has to offer. Stand in front of all those advice books and ask a simple question: Where did all this advice come from? In most cases, it is based on cultural beliefs, tradition, and folklore, not on science. For example, advice about where and how long kids should sleep, how and what they should eat, or how to discipline kids is simply a set of cultural norms offered up as options. To caretakers, such advice in books or from the pediatrician sounds like the voice of authority, but, in fact, nonmedical advice is simply what that particular authority believes to be true. And that “authority” is just as much molded by his or her culture as anyone. Not all kids in the world grow the same, talk at the same developmental point, think the same, or act the same. Information about kids in other cultures shows how very different childhood can be across the world. Surely the millions of years during which the human species evolved also has something to add to our understanding of childhood. And so Kids provides a deeper and broader, and decidedly different, context for caretakers than the one provided by advice books, the pediatric medical model, or the academic discipline of child development. Kids is an attempt to go beyond the narrow confines of one culture, one socioeconomic class, and one species.

This book can best be described as the “anthropological” view of early childhood. What exactly do I mean by that? Anthropologists study humans: their current biology, their ancient history, and their culture. The anthropological view is one that is both deep in time, evolutionary and broad in scope, and that reaches across cultures. To understand humans as a species, we need both parts of that view; we need to know where we come from as a species and how we function as cultural beings.

The first part, the deep time or evolutionary part, can be gleaned from the fossil record and from other animal species, especially our close relatives, the primates. Studying them offers clues about our evolutionary history. Other mammals don’t have childhood per se, for example. So why do humans have such a life stage? And when did this life cycle stage enter the human career? There are answers to both these questions in the bits and pieces of bones that our ancient ancestors have left behind and in the comparison to our closest relatives, the monkeys and apes.

An even richer context for childhood can be found by moving across the globe to other cultures. It’s so easy to stay within the confines of one’s own culture, or even subculture, to act as our peers do and think like everyone else. But what a revelation to look beyond our immediate circle and see that other people think and behave quite differently. Just about everything suddenly comes into question. Not all kids around the world go to preschool. Childhood in many cultures is a time of work, not play; older kids do the majority of child care and household chores. They carry babies, haul water, herd goats, and collect firewood. And they learn by experience rather than by sitting in a schoolroom or by reading a book.

The cross-cultural view shows that we in the West are rather insulated from what the majority of the world’s population is doing during their early years of childhood. Our view of childhood is critically warped by a very recent economic affluence that allows most of our kids the luxury of play, school, and little responsibility. Other cultures teach us there are other ways to socialize, other ways to play, and other ways for kids to become moral citizens.

Kids begins in an American preschool—for what better way is there to capture the expected norm of early childhood in Western culture? In Chapter One, I then move to other cultures with a description of hunter-gatherer cultures and then a discussion of children who work. This far-ranging chapter should set the tone and the approach for the book—we will be traveling far and touching many bases. Chapter Two is the biological essence of childhood: Why do we humans have this extra period of life? I explain that we cannot take childhood for granted, because it wasn’t always part of our ancestors’ lives. Our ancestors, like all mammals, went from babyhood directly to adolescence; presumably our species, Homo sapiens, needed more. And so childhood has become part of the human career; as a result, the job of human parents is that much longer and more complicated. Chapter Three describes the fundamental job of childhood—to grow. What a miracle it is that we all develop from tiny helpless infants to functional adults in about eighteen years. Our bodies and our minds experience these biologically programmed changes the most during childhood. Chapter Four focuses on the other major development among young children—language acquisition. The hard-wired biological ability to talk and to understand the spoken word is something that defines us as human beings. More miraculous, acquiring language—this highly sophisticated and very complicated ability—happens most efficiently during childhood. Chapter Five wades more into the unknown—how kids learn in general and what we now know about early cognition. In Chapter Six, I move away from the individual and into society and follow kids as they begin to socialize and learn what it means to become members of the society around them. Their primate roots compel them to hang out with others, but they need to learn the cultural rules that guide “acceptable behavior,” as well. Chapter Seven looks at gender issues: how boys and girls take on their sex-specific roles. I could not have written a book about children without somehow approaching the dark side of childhood—stress, child abuse, and violence. And so I do this in Chapter Eight. But my contribution is decidedly anthropological: What can evolutionary biologists and anthropologists tell us that might be useful for identifying kids at risk and then take measures to keep them safe? In Chapter Nine, I discuss the trade-offs we all face as we make parenting decisions.

Kids is not an advice book. It isn’t a “how-to” book in any sense of the word. Instead, it is an anthropological view of early childhood offering a wider net than that provided by other books on children. I am not here to tell anyone how to raise their children. I only hope to encourage caretakers, and those who deal with kids in any way, to question what they do, to consider where their decisions come from, and to think about the fact that there might be other ways to guide our children into adulthood.

Opening our minds and hearts to a broader and deeper context about our children, and ourselves, can only make us better parents, better teachers, better citizens, and better human beings.


CHAPTER ONE
Kids’ World

I’m sitting on a tiny blue plastic chair with my knees wedged under a very short table. My hands rest on my lap to stop any fidgeting while I wait for the midmorning snack of crackers, juice, and vanilla yogurt. The room smells of crayons, white paste glue, and kids.

Since this book is all about kids, I wanted to start by being a kid myself, if only for a few hours. I hoped to recall what life was like before I had to make a living for myself. I wanted a starting point for looking at kids in my own culture, not as a parent but from their perspective: What does it feel like to be a child in Western culture? What is the day like? How do they see the world? What’s new since I was young? And so I’ve come to the Community Preschool at St. John’s in Summit, New Jersey, to feel once again what it means to be a child.

The Community Preschool at St. John’s is designed for three- and four-year-olds from low- and moderate-income families. Director Susan Childs Merrick explains what makes a preschool different from day care: “We have a plan, and goals, and it’s not just all unstructured play.” The program is designed as a nurturing place where kids can express their creative skills and learn to be “confident, independent learners,” as their school’s brochure explains. This preschool offers early exposure to the structure of classroom, to the relationship between teachers and students, and how to get along in groups and to share. For many of the kids, Spanish is their primary language at home, and so preschool at St. John’s is also designed to hone their English language ability before they enter kindergarten. And most of all, this place is just plain fun.

The hallway is lined with coat hooks placed three feet off the ground and a photograph of each kid hangs by bright yarn from the hooks, so that each child can easily identify where to hang his or her coat. There are two classrooms: one for the three-year-olds and one for the four-year-olds. You can tell which is which by the artwork on the walls—while handprints line the walls in the three-year-olds’ room, more complex tissue paper wreaths, a skill of slightly older kids, adorn the classroom of the four-year-olds. Both classrooms are filled with supplies: Play-Doh and crayons, paints and paper, blocks of every shape and size. Everything is neatly stacked and labeled by the teachers, a lesson in order and place that distinguishes a classroom from a playroom.

I begin my morning with the four-year-olds. Clearly, they think it’s pretty strange that an adult who is not a teacher is here to watch. At first, they glance at me out of the corners of their eyes as they file in, shifting their gazes quickly back to the teachers. Teachers, in this preschool context, are not just authority figures, they are clearly trusted confidantes. Some kids skirt around me, some come up and ask my name, and a few quietly ask their teacher who I am. When teacher Molly Little tells them it’s okay, then it’s okay.

After an hour, none of the kids really care about me anymore, because they are busy, so terribly busy, as only kids can be. The morning starts with an hour of free play. If I were to choose, I’d go for the table spread with pinecones and leaves and take up the giant magnifying glass and check out everything at high power. But these kids know more of what the room has to offer. Three girls in the back of the room don aprons and set a table with plates and silverware and plastic food. A few girls and boys play with the wooden trains, making sure to add in the requisite vrroom noises at the right moments.

Soon all the kids are organized to follow Mrs. Little’s lesson plan. They can make holiday wrapping paper or listen to a story. Later everybody has a snack and some rest time. At the end of the morning, they will head for the playground, where they will run around before their parents come to pick them up.

In the other classroom, the three-year-olds sit at tables full of puzzles and blocks, or pull on a red plastic full-body smock and paint at an easel. Their teacher, Alexis Staats, conducts a running conversation among these kids, questioning and answering, attending to the needs of each one. Along with her aide, Dina, she chats about their artistic creations or about the upcoming party. She tries to engage a boy who is running around the room. She seemingly has endless patience, as well as the ability to hone in exclusively on a single child a few moments before turning to another, like a good mother with brood of children who happen to all be the same age. I have a snack with the kids in this room too, which even the three-year-olds know is cheating since I already had one across the hall.

After a while, I settle down and take a deeper look at my surroundings, how it looks and how it feels. To my surprise, the whole experience begins to feel eerily familiar, as if cutting out a paper figure with blunt scissors or lying down on the floor with a blanket for a morning rest were part of my life only weeks ago. I am comfortable with the sense of a plan, the expectation that we would do this or that at such and such a time, that someone would lead and I would follow. More interesting, I find familiarity in the interactions among the kids: The interpersonal machinations it takes to socialize at four, I have to admit, don’t seem all that different than socializing at forty. Three little girls sitting at the table painting and chatting could have been me and two friends at a bar—they too were gossiping about the behavior of another friend. Two younger kids negotiating a set of blocks remind me of adults sharing an office space or working on a memo together. I feel at home, even if the furniture doesn’t fit.

But I am also trying to approach this preschool experience with an anthropologist’s eye, and to do that I had to get beyond the idea that these rooms are just fun places to be in and on to the idea of classroom as cultural framework. No matter what is going on at home—and these kids are from all sorts of races, religions, and ethnicities—here they clearly experience a culturally Western sort of view, a culture that is industrialized and economically affluent, with particular rituals that have historical meaning. It just happens to be the Christmas holidays, for example, and so the kids are decorating trees, making presents, and inviting their parents to a holiday party. The decorations and party are nondenominational, but still, this is the time of year for celebration in the West, and the kids are encouraged to participate in some way or another. The toys, of course, are what kids in this culture play with—cars and trains and all sorts of kid-sized consumer goods that mimic what these children will want or buy as adults. And of course they communicate in American English, with all its idioms and dialects and rules for talking to teachers or to friends.

At a deeper level, what is valued in Western culture, how things are done and what is appropriate, can also be seen here. For example, the very concept of school, with a teacher as authority figure and kids at tables, would not be found in many third world countries. The idea of adults with no blood ties to these children having anything to say about what they do all day would be unacceptable in many cultures. And the classroom setting is a social system that is particularly Western—meeting new people that are not part of your family, cooperating, mastering new skills, and most important, learning to be independent and self-reliant.

In that sense, the preschool is a microcosm of the message Western culture in general sends as an imperative for a well-functioning society. One must be independent, self-reliant, but be able to cooperate and share and listen and obey authority. And these goals make sense both historically and economically—Western culture believes that the way to be successful is to be an individual achiever.

Such cultural molding, of course, goes on in some form or another for kids all over the world. It may happen in the family compound, in same-age play groups, or through community gatherings, but for all kids all over the world and throughout human history, there has always been a forum within which cultural values, traditions, and expectations are passed along. The content of the learning lessons, the different goals the cultures have, and various ways parents and other authority figures inculcate what is “normal” for that society is what’s of interest. For Western culture, school and all it represents is a major player in teaching youngsters how to be good citizens. Such is the heavy hand of culture.

But cultural traditions are not the only level at which the morning could be analyzed. As a biological anthropologist who is interested in human biology, I also marked the developmental stage that I was witnessing. For instance, these kids were certainly conscious, and they communicated their thoughts and feelings well, but they obviously didn’t have the mental comprehension of an adult, nor did anyone expect them to. They were also constrained physically—and not just by height. These kids were full of energy, running and jumping excitedly, but they often still slipped and fell. Their hands might hold a big color marker, but they surely didn’t have the fine motor skills to do fine needlepoint. Beyond the cultural framework, the developmental biology of these kids struck me at every turn.

At the end of my stay, I was most impressed by the fact that kids are fundamentally a mixture of biology and culture; childhood, it seems to me, is a deeply furrowed path of developmental biology that constantly intersects with culture as children grow, physically and mentally.

That intersection of biology and culture during the childhood years is the framework for this book. And to begin building that framework, I start with a comparative question: What is a childhood like outside the familiar?

Children in Other Cultures

My images of children in other countries can be called up by trinkets that I have brought home from my travels. In my daughter’s room is a shelf of dolls: African, Asian, and South American. They all wear some sort of “traditional” costume, bright skirts and strange hats, all representative of different lives. My favorite is the one from Zaire, a straw figure of a woman walking. She is holding an umbrella, shading herself and the tiny infant wrapped on her back from the sun. We also have an array of children’s hats from Madagascar, because all Malagasy kids, from newborns on up, wear straw hats. And there are a few games, such as the pecking hen from Africa made from a wood paddle and weighted with a chunk of chewed aluminum foil. And some pictures of things I couldn’t bring home—the bicycle made of wood that I saw on a back road in Tanzania, the dancer’s costume from Bali—all wonderful creations made by or for kids. These artifacts can easily be enjoyed by kids no matter the culture—there is a universality in the fact that all kids like something new, something unusual to play with. But these articles all speak to something else—that every society or culture tries to mold their children in certain ways—and the artifacts of a culture often reflect this fact. The goods caught my eye not because they were like things we have at home but because they are different, and I wanted my daughter to get a taste of childhood in other worlds.

Those other worlds are so different because the people in them make a living (that is, stay safe, stay alive, get food, build shelter, and occupy their free time) in very different ways. As a result, the environment of care and the experience of children around the world varies.

Anthropologists have known this for decades. Margaret Mead was the first anthropologist to focus on children from other cultures. In 1925, she sailed to Samoa to study how children of the South Pacific interact with their world. Mead was seeking to support a theoretical agenda. She and colleague Ruth Benedict were founders of a school of thought called the Culture and Personality school that was bucking convention. At the time, scholars believed that people were the same the world over and that culture, or environment, had little influence on how people turn out. Mead and Benedict thought otherwise. They knew that the influence of culture would first play out in childhood and that groups around the world use the period of childhood to mold their kids into what it means to be an adult in their particular society. And so Mead was trying to document the process of how culture molds adult personality. In retrospect, this idea seems like common sense, but at the time, it was radical.

Thanks to Mead, and a legion of anthropologists who came after her, we have detailed accounts of children from birth on up from a number of cultures. Many of these ethnographies were recorded before these groups had had much contact with Western culture. As such, they now stand as records of the past, relics of a time before globalization. But many anthropologists who began their work before such cultures experienced much Western contact are still traveling to non-Western lands, and their work now records how many previously isolated societies are changing under Western influence and modernity. These ethnographies are ongoing and dynamic, and they underscore how people adapt to new ways. And they record how children, and the social construction of childhood, are part of that adaptation. This is not to say that what I present here is an unbiased sample of people around the world. By definition, I am limited to what ethnographers have collected. And their interests might not have focused on those issues of early childhood that would be most useful for this book. But taken together, a sample of kids around the world, in different cultures, different subsistence patterns, different ethnicities, belief systems, and ideologies, makes the point that ours is not the only kind of childhood that it is possible to have.

Kids at Play

Anthropologists have always been interested in people who make their living by hunting and gathering. For most of human history (that is, before ten thousand years ago when agriculture and animal domestication were developed and people settled down), everyone made a living by hunting and gathering. They might have lived in woodlands and gathered berries and hunted deer, or roamed across a dry plain and gathered roots and hunted antelope, but the method was basically the same—move across the landscape efficiently, picking up food as you go. People also lived in small kin-based groups, interacting with the same group of people for months at a time, perhaps meeting up with other bands that they knew well. Compared to how we live today, in villages and cities, it was a very different sort of social experience, one that few people today ever know. But, in fact, that’s how our species spent 99 percent of our history. And so if we want to know where we came from, and perhaps why we act the way we do now, the lives of current hunters and gatherers might provide some clues about our biological and social design. And so anthropologists have turned to the remaining hunters and gatherers to glean some understanding about that lifestyle. In that sense, these people can also tell us something about the experience of childhood, how that life cycle stage was established, and how human kids behaved until very recently. In other words, following kids who belong to bands of hunters and gatherers might provide a window into what childhood is “supposed” to be like.

Interestingly enough, however, the story is not as clear as might be expected, and that’s because even for hunters and gatherers, childhood varies among groups.

The classic record of a hunting and gathering community comes from the !Kung San people of Botswana and Namibia, Africa.1 Until recently, when some San have moved onto settled areas, they lived on the dry savanna, gathering vegetable matter and hunting game. Since the 1950s, scientists have sought out the San, to record their lives and try to understand what it means to hunt and gather, at least in this particular ecological context. In 1963, a group from Harvard University decided to concentrate on one San group in the Dobe area and figure out how ecology (that is, land use and hunting) affects group structure.2

In Our Babies, Ourselves, I outlined infancy for the San—babies are carried at all times, fed on average every thirteen minutes, sleep at night with their mothers. Parents respond immediately to infant cries. In other words, the baby is part of a very dense social milieu and intimately connected to parents, family, and social groups. This caretaking package results in a baby that cries for less total time than the typical baby in the West.3 More important, San parents believe that this caretaking package will result in an adult who will value what they value—social integration, mobility, and sharing. But what happens once these babies become toddlers? What happens as they enter early childhood?

Patricia Draper, a member of the Harvard contingent, took this analysis beyond the first year and concentrated on children in general.4 She lived with the /Du/da5 San, recording what children did all day and who they interacted with. She discovered that the way the San live is tightly connected, in a very real way, to the entire human life cycle. For the San, you simply can’t separate life cycle from lifestyle. San children grow up among a very small number of people. When Draper was living with them in 1969, there were only sixty to eighty people in two camps in the area, although others might wander in at times. Draper writes of the “intimacy, closeness, and isolation” at the camps where members interact only with each other and rarely see strangers. As a result, San children know everything about everyone, and they conduct their lives in full view of every member of the camp.

The way the camp is constructed reflects this social intimacy. Although huts belong to each family, they are set in a circle with the opening facing inward. The structures are not really for living but for storing goods and sleeping in the heat of the day. The San spend all their time next to each other, rather than in their buildings. The camp itself is nestled into the bush; children venturing past the ring of huts are venturing into the outback, and so they seldom go beyond the huts. Draper says that children under ten always stay close to home and close to adults. At the same time, they have
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