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CHILD DEVELOPMENT

Critics argue that attachment theory takes for granted a Western middle-class emphasis on indepen-
dence and autonomy, and has defined parental sensitivity and optimal parent–child interaction on the 
basis of that presumption. If that is the case, then “attachment theory as it stands does not adequately 
reflect cultural variation in relationship development” (Keller, 2013, p. 179). The risk is that “what is 
normative in one cultural environment is regarded as a pathological condition in another” (2013, p. 182).

attachment research may legitimately be seen as imposing on the study of normal personality 
differences a form of moral evaluation framed in terms of mental health and psychopathology and 
claiming the authority of biomedical science for what are basically moral judgments. (LeVine & 
Norman, 2001, p. 97)

There is a pressing need to reconceptualize attachment theory to acknowledge the ways cultures define 
different pathways for children’s development, and the ways caregivers use the proximal and distal styles 
of interaction (see Figure 6.6).

Western urban middle class Subsistence farming rural villagers

Cultural model Psychological autonomy Hierarchical relatedness

Caregiving style Distal style Proximal style

Attachment Dyadically co-regulated emotional 
bond

Social bond based on physical availability and 
instrumental care (e.g., feeding)

Figure 6.6 Cultural models, caregiving styles, and attachment

Source: Based on Keller (2002)

Case Study: Nso Toddlers
During the first year or two of a Nso child’s life, a principal concern of caregivers is with their health 
and survival. Infant mortality is around 95 per 1,000. This continues in the second year of life, unless 
the mother has another child (Nso women have on average five children, though not all will live). A 
toddler is allowed to move freely around the compound, and will understand that the other children 
they encounter are kin. Indeed, toddlers are cared for by the whole complex family network. They learn 
language not only from mother and siblings but also from peers and other adults.

Nso mothers believe that their toddler should be calm and adjust easily to strangers. Unfamiliar peo-
ple are not viewed as a threat. Indeed, the Nso are hospitable to strangers, always keen to invite them to 
share a meal and strike up a friendship.

In addition, Nso mothers say they want their toddler to grow up with many caregivers because the 
child should love everybody equally. In fact, many mothers say that they are not the person their toddler 
likes the best. Most Nso mothers are occupied with many tasks in the household and on the farm, so 
collaborative childcare makes a great deal of sense. In addition, it accomplishes the integration of the 
toddler into the larger community, which is highly valued by everyone.
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TODDLERHOOD:  A WORLD OF IRRESISTIBLE INVITATIONS

A toddler will return to her mother to feed and sleep, but the rest of the time she will occupy her-
self with many other people around the compound. She will be expected to greet other people, and to 
be respectful and obedient with elders.  A mother will often place their toddler with other people to  
accustom her to this, and will be quite strict about the matter. Even a toddler will be expected to perform 
simple tasks around the house, in part because this will help their motor development.

As a consequence of this kind of care, the majority of Nso toddlers show no emotional reaction to 
the approach of a stranger (Otto & Keller, 2015). This is amplified by the fact that for the Nso crying is 
considered a bad habit, and anger something that should not be displayed.

6.2.2 Guided Participation and Learning by Observing  
and Pitching In
Attachment theory offers one way of thinking about the care of the infant and toddler. It emphasizes a 
key aspect of caregiving—providing the toddler with a sense of security. However, a caregiver is never 
simply a secure base. They are also skilled in the ways of their community, and they involve the toddler 
in those ways, in part out of necessity and in part so the child can learn.

We can turn now to a different focus on caretaking, one which highlights the process of guided 
participation between caregivers and toddlers and young children. Guided participation is defined as 
structuring of toddlers’ participation in activities in a way that bridges between their understanding and 
that of their caregivers (Rogoff, 1990). Adults do not simply respond, sensitively or otherwise, to their 
toddler’s signals; they make arrangements for her to participate in cultural practices, and they also make 
adjustments as she gains skill and knowledge. The notion of guided participation is intended to empha-
size that development is a process in which toddlers are already participants, either central or peripheral, 
in ongoing activity, and that caregivers provide them with support and guidance. Toddlers participate in 
cultural activities as they learn to manage them, to “appropriate” them.

Toddlers in every culture are involved in the practices of their elders in one way or another. However, 
there are some important cultural differences in the form of guided participation. Barbara Rogoff and her 
colleagues studied toddlers in four settings: a Mayan pueblo in Guatemala; a middle-class urban com-
munity in the United States; a tribal village in India; and a middle-class urban neighborhood in Turkey. 
In each case, one or more members of the research team spent time in the community. Fourteen families 
were recruited in each, and interviews and observations were conducted at the toddlers’ homes. Everyday 
activities were observed, and each family was also given a collection of novel and interesting objects and 
the caregivers were invited to encourage the toddler to play with them. Differences were found across 
cultures in the goals of development, in the means of communication, and in adults’ and toddlers’ respon-
sibility for learning (Rogoff, 1990; Rogoff et al., 1993).

In general, in the middle-class communities (the USA and Turkey) the caregivers played and talked 
with their toddlers and emphasized the verbal instruction and structuring of each toddler’s involvement 
and motivation. In the rural communities (Guatemala and India), on the other hand, the emphasis was 
on non-verbal communication, sensitive assistance, and skilled sharing of attention. Those toddlers were 
embedded in group activity for much of the time, and they learned through what Rogoff called “keen 
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1 capabilities while the adult provides System 2 abilities to plan and evaluate. The toddler has now sep-
arated both physically and biologically from her mother, but has not yet separated psychologically. She 
still needs an adult to guide her as she seeks what she wants and needs.

Moreover, it has been pointed out that what Bowlby wrote “sounds more Vygotskian than Freudian” 
(Bretherton, 1992). Unfortunately, in his later writing “emphasizing infant initiative and sensitive mater-
nal responding, Bowlby’s (1951) earlier theorizing on the mother as the child’s ego and superego was 
regrettably lost” (p. 766).

It seems entirely possible that when we study guided participation we are seeing this external super-
ego in operation, in practical activities that the caregiver and infant participate in together. Indeed, the 
reaction of a toddler to separation may indicate her attitude to this external superego. She may experi-
ence anxiety at the potential loss of guidance when a caregiver leaves. Or she may experience relief at 
the freedom from guilt that the external superego had been imposing. After all, Erik Erikson described 
toddlerhood as the stage in which there is a basic conflict between autonomy on the one hand and shame 
and doubt on the other hand.

Case Study: Efe Toddlers
Most Efe infants walk by 10 months of age. Most seem to start walking without having crawled first. They 
are free to wander as they wish around the camp, though they will encounter plenty of hazards: tree 
stumps and roots, the cooking fire, arrows, and knives that have been put aside. Toddlers will watch adults 
at work making tools or cooking, and they are allowed to enter, uninvited, into most of the huts. Mothers 
know that their toddler will be walking before she has acquired “cleverness.” Consequently, everyone 
keeps an eye on a toddler.

Even at this young age, a toddler will often imitate adult activities in their play, such as pretending to 
shoot an animal with a bow and arrow. Adults very rarely take the trouble to teach anything: toddlers 
(and young children too) learn by observing and trying to participate.  At the same time, adults rarely play 
with toddlers.  And, interestingly, a toddler won’t be interacting with her father any more frequently than 
she does with other adult men (see Figure 6.8).

At family meals, a toddler is expected to share her food with others. “Mothers will offer toddlers a 
piece of banana, and extend a hand for a portion of the fruit back” (Ivey, 1993, p. 54). This emphasis on 
reciprocity continues throughout life.  A toddler will be encouraged to join in dance celebrations, draped 
with flowers and lianas. The Efe infant is already living in a way that is “intensely social, interactive, and 
interdependent” (Ivey, 1993, p. 54).

When the band is traveling, a young infant will be strapped to her caregiver’s hips.  An older infant will 
be carried on the back, or will simply piggy-back, holding on with arms and legs.

Weaning occurs only when the mother is pregnant again, usually during the infant’s second year of 
life. Generally a mother simply starts to ignore her toddler’s bids to nurse, or distracts her, but in a few 
cases she may smear ground chili pepper on her nipples, or ask relatives to care for the toddler for a 
while. During weaning, a toddler will sleep alongside her father instead of with her mother, and after 
weaning she will sleep with older children.
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By the time a toddler has been weaned, she has become a participant in a group of children of various 
ages and both genders who she already knows from being cared for by them (Morelli et al., 2003). Her 
grandmother is also likely to be caring for her, along with other older women.
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Figure 6.8 The percentage of time that father, adults, children, and mother spend in social contact 
with Efe infants and toddlers

Source: Tronick et al. (1992)

6.2.3 Weaning
[W]eaning is not just an issue for nutritionists, biologists, ecologists, and evolutionists but a ‘total 
social fact,’ reflecting and shaping perceptions of self, other, relations, and community and provid-
ing a mirror for notions and relations of power and coercion. (Bird-David, 2005, p. 40)

Because human children remain dependent on their caregivers for a comparatively long time, meeting 
their nutritional needs is a continuing concern. Among the issues that confront the caregivers of a toddler 
is how long to breastfeed, how to combine breast milk with other kinds of food, and when to withdraw 
the breast. Breast milk provides nutrition and antibodies to the growing child, but providing it places 
demands on the time and energy of the mother. When and how to wean is a decision based on the needs 
of both the toddler and the mother, who is often pregnant again and if so will soon have to care for a new 
baby. It is a practical concern that all caregivers must confront. In addition, weaning usually leads to the 
toddler finding herself in new social circumstances, often being cared for by alloparents. Why are we 
discussing infant nutrition in a textbook on psychological development? For the reasons identified in the 
quote above from Bird-David.
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