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ABSTRACT This article explores the social and cognitive implications of sibling caregiving among the Zinacantec Maya of
Mexico and the Wolof of Senegal. Ethnographic video data of sibling caregiving interactions were collected, focusing on children
ages three to 13 years interacting with their two-year-old siblings. Sibling relations in both cultures reflect a system of multiage play, the children's sensitivity to age and gender hierarchies,
and the older siblings'role as teachers of their younger siblings.
Differences in the two groups include more verbal exchanges
and wordplay with the two-year-old Wolof children and more
overt efforts by older Zinacantec siblings to incorporate the two
year olds into their group activity. The data indicate an overall
pattern of cultural transmission by which older siblings teach
younger ones in the context of caring for them. The pattern is nuanced by each group's social organization and rules for social
interaction, exhibited in the children's play.

A

recent body of research suggests that anthropological theories
relative to the socialization of the child tend to emphasize the
control exercised by adults in the processes of transmission.
By concentrating on the final state that the child has reached
and on the influence exercised by adults to reach this objective, many studies have neglected the capabilities of children and the impact they have on their own development. Hirschfeld (2002), supporting the
work of Gorsaro (1997) and Goodwin (1990), underlines the fact that, while
sharing the space of the parents, the children create and maintain cultural
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environments that are appropriate for them. They develop social practices
and networks of relations in specific social spaces. Symbolic play is one of
these very specialized activities in which adults are usually widely excluded
and remain peripheral spectators to the children's actions.
There is a growing body of work examining the ways that siblings in
particular socialize each other into cultural activities. Siblings are usually
close in age, and are often emotionally close, and thus they can be very
effective at socializing each other into cultural activities (Maynard 2002).
Zukow (1989a), presenting a body of research focused on the domain of
sibling interactions all over the world, concludes that siblings are effective
at socializing each other and that a cross-disciplinary approach to the
study of siblings adds a great deal to our understanding of development,
play, language socialization, and culture. The present article adds to this
literature by using theory and methods from anthropology and psychology
to examine the specific case of discourse in guided transactions in two
contexts in which siblings are caregivers for one another, and in which the
sibling caregiving is characterized by many episodes of play.
Specifically, we will examine guided transactions among siblings in
which learning and action are inseparable. This approach, inspired by the
work of Vygotsky (1978), Lave and Wenger (1991), and Rogoff (1990), is
based on both theory and findings that indicate that learners progress in
their understanding of procedures by participating in work activities with
the guidance of more experienced partners (Ingold 2000). In this view, the
notion of transmission is being replaced more and more by that of "guided
transaction," and the part each subject takes in these totally or partially
asymmetrical interactions plays an active role (Verba 1993).
What are guided transactions like for children in cultures in which
sibling caregiving is the norm? The present article will address these questions in two complementary ways. The first is to study teaching processes
in cooperative play among children, particularly the role of guidance provided by older siblings through verbal and nonverbal behaviors. Many
studies in European and American societies have demonstrated the important role played by mothers in the appropriation of knowledge and the
acquisition of communication skills by young children. Other studies have
emphasized the importance of the cognitive or verbal contributions made
by peers or siblings (Dunn 1988; Mannle et al. 1991; Maynard 2002; Piaget
1965; Woollett 1986; Zukow 1989b). We will examine these processes by
looking at interactions among children in societies in which child-to-child
interactions are socially emphasized through child caregiving practices
and the existence of an age hierarchy governing sibling relationships
(Weisner and Gallimore 1977). More specifically, our idea is to try to show
for two different populations, the Zinacantec Maya of Mexico and the
Wolof of Senegal—that the ability of older children to teach and guide, and
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the ability of younger children to cooperate and participate, develop in
parallel during joint play activities among siblings, especially in cases of
symbolic play. In both cultures, sibling caregiving is a crucial part of the
"developmental niche" (Harkness and Super 1996; Super and Harkness
1986). As they play together, children not only acquire informal skills and
know-how by cooperating with other children of different levels of expertise, they also learn to master a relational space, define interaction rules,
and develop ways of expressing things through language, the instrument
of social action (Vygotsky 1978).
Our second facet is to study a behavior that both counteracts and
complements cooperation, namely, opposition. Child play includes not
only cooperative behavior but also "adversative episodes" (Eisenberg and
Garvey 1981). Handling opposition among interacting partners requires
not only an understanding of social situations and an awareness of the
existence of shared meanings but also the appropriation of rules about how
to use language and the ability to grasp the needs and feelings of others.
Here we look specifically at reactions to oppositional behavior in teaching
episodes within the sibling group.

LANGUAGE SOCIALIZATION IN SIBLING INTERACTIONS
We take a perspective from language socialization research that language practices organize the process of becoming an active, competent
participant in any particular community (Ochs 2001). In this perspective,
language and behavior are learned at the same time during interactions
with other members of the culture (Schieffelin and Ochs 1986; Zukow
1989c). Knowledge, emotion, and social action develop as people with
varying degrees of experience interact together (Ochs 2001). Thus, language socialization research depends greatly on ethnographic methods, in
which comprehensive ethnography comprises the first step and more
topic-focused ethnography follows (Watson-Gegeo and Gegeo 1989). This
is the approach used to collect data for the present study.
A number of language socialization studies in African, Mesoamerican,
or Pacific societies (Brown 1998; de Le6n 1998; Maynard 1999, 2002;
Ochs and Schieffelin 1984; Watson-Gegeo and Gegeo 1989; Zukow 1989c)
have demonstrated the important role played by relations between siblings
in the socialization of the youngest child. Child caregiving practices put
older siblings in charge of babies at an early age, and the seniority principle
that governs all social relations in those groups officially grants older children authority over their younger siblings. Adults encourage the oldest
child who is present to take an interest in the youngest child and his or
her activities, and to make sure the youngster is contented and comfortable.
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Do these features of social organization have an impact on the ways children interact with each other?
In everyday activities, sibling rivalry and sibling cooperation are assumed to play crucial roles in societies worldwide. Children must learn to
assimilate the perspectives of others. Thomas Weisner (1993) emphasized
that conflicts and disagreements observed in South Asia and in other nonWestern societies are just as lively as those observed in North American
families. However, the shared knowledge children have about sibling roles
and obligations are different in the two types of contexts. Whereas North
American cultures promote sibling independence, the South Asian cultural
setting puts strong emphasis on complementarity of sibling roles in the
family, sibling interdependence throughout life, and sibling co-ownership
and control of resources, which is crucial for survival and reproduction
(Weisner 1993). For Weisner, children growing up under such circumstances do not develop the same "negotiated rationalizations" as those
Dunn noted in Western children (Nuckolls 1993:27). Rehearsal of rules,
reasons, rationales, and arguments is not as elaborate, and there is less
overt conflict. However, these claims need to be confirmed by additional
data. A question that arises in societies like these, where child caregiving
and fraternal solidarity are promoted, is whether the authority and control
older children have over younger ones, and cultural expectations of closeness and support among siblings, are responsible for the lesser prevalence
of overt conflict. What means are employed to obtain cooperation, cope
with opposition, and reduce conflict?
Societies differ in how they deal with conflict, and whether and how
they "soften" refusals. The types of refusals found depend both on the
formal characteristics of the language and on the cultural characteristics
of the social group. Several authors have emphasized the solidarity values
and mutual obligation rules in a great number of African societies (Egner
1988; Fassin 1992). The price paid for the absence of solidarity among the
members of a kinship group is shame and pressure to verbalize one's
agreement and good feelings is a testimony to how important it is to be
united (Ortigues and Ortigues 1984).
The questions addressed in this article relate to how sibling caregiving
is expressed in several arenas of sibling relations: apprenticeship, social
hierarchy, and conflict/harmony. Through microanalytic discourse analysis in two different cultures in two different languages and two different
geographical areas, we can begin to understand the commonalities in the
interactional processes that are socialized in each. Equally important, we
can, in a preliminary way, add to current understanding of the interactional differences that can arise from other cultural differences that are
separate from the common feature of sibling caregiving. Qualitative discourse analysis was used more than quantitative analysis in order to elucidate
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interactional processes rather than compare normative frequencies of indexical phenomena (Greenfield 1997).

THE DATA
The two societies studied here, the Zinacantec Maya of Mexico and
the Wolof of Senegal, are examples of cultures in which sibling socialization is much more important than in the authors' home contexts in France
or the United States. The Zinacantec data were collected in the community of Nabenchauk in highland Chiapas, Mexico, about thirty minutes by
road from San Cristobal de las Casas. The Wolof data were collected in two
Baol villages in Senegal about one hundred kilometers from Dakar. The
data in both settings were drawn from naturalistic video ethnography. The
researchers in each case were well known in the village over more than a
single season of fieldwork.
Both data sources address the issue of the cognitive and communicative contributions of older siblings to a younger sister or brother's development and vice versa in the context of sibling caregiving. Field data were
collected in the two cultures during play activities involving children of
different ages. We deliberately selected and centered the comparison on
situations of play, those in which a structured activity takes place, directed
to a purpose and occupying a specific temporal space. Our purpose was to
make more striking, in a sense to maximize, the major features of the
interaction through which knowing how to complete tasks and knowing
how to speak are passed on, and common to, both cultures. The expected
similarity concerns the activities of teaching of elder siblings and the forms
of expression that they use according to their ages. Therefore, we do not
claim to be able to report all the possible sibling caretaking situations. In
most of the selected episodes of play, the elder sibling does not have an
explicit charge of taking care of the baby while the mother is absent. The
adults are not very far from their children in these instances; the mothers
were usually occupied with various domestic tasks or involved in some
conversation. We did not systematically examine caretaking situations in
which the elder sibling offered completely unsupervised support to a
young child because, in the Mayan case, there were none, and in the Wolof
case, they were extremely rare. Cultural comparisons were made between
the verbal or nonverbal means used by older siblings to cooperate with,
guide, or respond to the youngest child, who was two years old. In both
cultures, older siblings assume the role of teacher or guide for the toddler.
The higher status of the older child is implicit in this teaching role. In both
Zinacantec Maya and Wolof cultures, the higher status of the older child
in sibling caregiving is generalized to all older person-younger person relationships, in which younger persons must behave respectfully toward
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those who are older. For both the Zinacantecs and the Wolof, this principle
is particularly central in older brother-younger brother relationships
(Diop 1985; Vogt 1969).

Mayan Data: Ethnographic Background and Method
The Zinacantecs are a Mayan people who have been the subjects of
ongoing ethnographic and experimental inquiry for over 40 years (e.g., de
Le6n 1997, 1999; Greenfield et al. 1989; Laughlin 1975; Vogt 1969). Boys
traditionally grew up to spend their lives as subsistence farmers. Girls grew
up to become mothers and to provide for their families by cooking and
weaving.
Speech is a very important part of the Mayan daily routine, labeled as
a potentially powerful force, to the extent that one's talk could cause another to become ill or even die (Stross 1974). Learning to speak properly,
then, is an important part of development and socialization. Work on language practices has focused largely on adult linguistic functions, genres,
and wordplay. For example, Haviland (1977) discusses the relationship
between gossip and reputation in Zinacantan. In gossip, people often try
to get more information than they give. Children learn how to gossip as
they witness adult gossip conversations at the homes of extended family
members and then return to tell their mothers what they witnessed.
Haviland (2000) also reports on Tzotzil gestures and pointing, as does de
Leon (2002). Zinacantec children learn and use gestural pointing as well
as linguistic markers of pointing in the course of sibling interactions (de
Le6n 2002).
Several researchers have focused specifically on child language acquisition and socialization in Zinacantan. Gossen (1974a, 1974b) discusses
children's games and songs; however, he does not discuss the development
of such practices or their role in developmental processes. Others have
focused specifically on developmental processes in language socialization
and acquisition. Tzotzil language acquisition is embedded within participation frameworks (Goffman 1974) consisting of the child and important
social others (de Le6n 1997). De Le6n (1997) shows how the child does
more than simply occupy one participant category in the framework. Indeed, the Zinacantec infant shows, through her nonverbal behaviors, increasing competence as a coparticipant in the group routines within which
her own actions are embedded. Children begin their mastery of fe'op (language, defined broadly) by learning to repeat single words correctly and
relate them to the correct referents (Gossen 1974a) with the help of others
in the environment (de Le6n 1997).
Linguistic anthropologists have also related children's emotions to
their language acquisition and their caregivers' socialization of linguistic
practices (de Le6n 1999). Gossen (1974b) discusses the important Chamula
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concept of heat to the child's developing linguistic competence. In this
concept of heat, shared by all the Tzotzil Indians, babies are considered
"cold," acquiring more heat as they develop. De Le6n (1999) shows how
early child socialization practices help to toughen children to help them
gain more "heat." Garegivers train Zinacantec children to express the hot
emotions of anger and aggression before the third year of life. Garegivers
use verbal toughening routines to strengthen the child's soul, the innermost part of the child that is the basis of the social persona. De Le6n
(1999) describes how these emotionally laden "toughening" interactions
help develop moral agency equally in both boys and girls. Teasing arouses
the expression of anger that is believed to be an expression of "strength,
assertiveness, and positively-valued confrontational behavior" (de Leon
1999).
Apparently, this is an adult socialization function as it has not been
observed in sibling interactions. On the contrary, older siblings have the
explicit charge of keeping the younger ones happy, with consequences for
themselves if they do not. Therefore, on the emotional level, sibling and
adult caregivers appear to have complementary roles in Zinacantec child
socialization.

The Data Set
The data for this study were collected in the courtyards of Zinacantec
Mayan families living in Nabenchauk, a Zinacantec village of about 45 hundred inhabitants. A courtyard might include one, two, or three households;
in the latter two cases, the grouping would be of brothers and their nuclear
family households or the households of two brothers plus the household
of their parents. Other brothers with their families could live nearby. The
Zinacantec Maya are monogamous and Catholic, although their particular
religious practices are suffused with elements of the indigenous Mayan
religion.
This village has two schools, one of which was attended by some of
the older children. The Zinacantecs speak Tzotzil, a Maya language. However, schooling takes place in Spanish. The mothers in the study speak
only Tzotzil to their children, although a minority have had some years of
elementary education. About twenty percent of the Zinacantec child sample had some schooling, usually one or two years.
Videotapes were made of naturally occurring sibling groups at play.
The focal children were 36 children (18 girls, 18 boys) ages 20 to 38
months (mean = 24 months) at play with their older siblings, cousins, and
one six-year-old aunt (72 children ranging in age from three to 11 years,
M = six years, ten months). The cousins and aunt are classificatory siblings, sharing the household or the extended-family compound.
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Video data were collected as part of a larger, ongoing study of the
development of cultural teaching (Maynard 1996, 2002). Data reported in
this study were collected over a period of four months in 1997. For the
study of the development of teaching, episodes of sibling teaching were
selected and coded based on the criterion that an older sibling was doing
something a younger sibling could learn. This definition allowed the study
of both intentional and unintentional teaching. Teaching episodes were
transcribed and coded for discourse variables involved in teaching. For the
present analyses, a subset of the teaching transcripts was selected to highlight the development of teaching, age, and gender hierarchies in play, and
the management of noncompliance by older siblings. The examples presented in this article are typical of sibling interactions observed over ten
months of fieldwork that included both video ethnography and participant-observation. A more complete corpus of transcripts may be found in
Maynard (1999).

Wolof Data: Ethnographic Background and Method
The most predominant exchanges between the Wolof child and his
partners during the first months are marked by rhythmic, vocal stimulations and very codified postures. By guiding the attention and the postures
as well as the prompting routines, the Wolof baby is invited to create real
and symbolic links with people other than the mother (Rabain 1994).
Brothers, sisters, cousins, patrilineal aunts and uncles, and classificatory
grandparents form a dense social environment in polygamous domestic
groups that can contain from ten to 35 persons. By using a wide range of
rhythmic stimulations and postures, the practices of Wolof mothering
combine the concern with physical growth and the development of sociability. The Wolof newborn child is described as a fragile being (liir bu tooy)
who must be supported and protected. The strengthening of bones allows
the child to become liir bu deger (a firm and resisting being), who can
stand on his legs without succumbing to pressure. Baby massage consists
of exercises repeated by stretch and extension and contributes to this
transformation. By helping the child to master his very early physical reactions, the massage and stretching serve a double function: to shape the
body of the baby and to forge the character of the adult that he will become
(Rabain-Jamin 2003).
Children are weaned, at approximately 20-22 months, in the study
villages and by this time must be able to walk on their own. The beginning
of language, associated also with weaning, marks the detachment of the
child from the invisible world from where it came. As other West African
societies believe, the baby is then expected to lose his initial capacities of
clairvoyance and to fit definitively into the social world (Bonnet 1994;
Lallemand 1981). During the rite of weaning, the baby shares a pancake
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of millet with the children of the house who will soon be her playfellows
in a united social group. Beyond the circle of adult relatives, allies, and
guests, the category of the peers and the elder siblings (and the parity of
age in the broad sense) is considered a major source of control in socialization. Historically, the Wolof had a system of age groups (maas), organizing boys and girls according to a linear principle by age level. At the
present time, the term maas indicates same-age companions and refers to
playful activities organized by the children. In a society strongly organized
into a hierarchy, marked by the distinction of orders and castes, the functioning of the Wolof age group represents the ideal of traditional cooperation depending on the social status of each member (Diop 1985). Thus,
children learn to negotiate among themselves. This type of democratic and
egalitarian functioning favors a form of social cohesion beyond the collateral family lineage membership.
Wolof adults recognize the existence of individual differences in the
precocity of appearance of language (as in that of walking). The opinion
most frequently expressed is that these variations are due to the quality of
the maternal milk. Certain advisers, however, notice that "in certain families we speak more to the children than in others," recognizing the educational action of the family circle and the fact that the spoken exchanges in
which the child is a full partner have a socializing value. In a general way,
it is at first the capacities of understanding of the very young child that
hold the attention of adults. They are tested by the play of commands and
teasing by relatives, such as the grandfather, who concludes, "You, you are
not a fool." Thus, they make sure that the child has acquired an understanding of the place that he occupies in the domestic environment. During the prelinguistic period, by means of prompted and reported speech,
Wolof caregivers (adults and children) promote triadic exchanges. The
parents' goal would be not so much to encourage early speaking as it would
be to make the child part of a complex set of social relationships (RabainJamin 1998).

The Data Set
The Wolof data were collected in two Baol villages with about nine
hundred and twelve hundred inhabitants, located about one hundred kilometers from Dakar. Each of these villages has a school where teaching is
done in French. The village children start school at the age of seven or
eight, although some begin Koranic school (in Arabic) when they are four
or five. Virtually all married women in these villages speak only Wolof, and
only two or three have had a few years of schooling. The Wolof are Muslim
and polygamous, and the co-spouses live in separate homes in the head of
household's compound. The compounds vary in size between 10 and 30
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persons. In the largest ones, which are divided into units, it is not uncommon for a child to have half-siblings or cousins of about the same age.
Two-year-old target children ages 20 to 36 months (nine boys, nine
girls; M = 25 months) were observed in interaction with 34 older children
from age three years, three months to 13 years (Af = six years, eight
months). A little less than half were siblings (full or half); a little more than
half were cousins who lived in the same compound. Twenty-four of the 34
older children (70 percent) were girls. The children were videotaped in
their villages as they played together. They were within sight of an adult
who generally did not intervene unless there was some type of incident.
The play scenarios were similar to those observed in the Mayan study
(Maynard 1999). The older children were engaged in make-believe play
(pretending to cook, to take care of a baby, to make a cart) and either
directly or indirectly allowed the younger children to join in, sometimes
even assigning them roles. The children's symbolic play activities usually
took place in an area close to, but different from, the space occupied by
the adults. The data collected led us to separate the older siblings' conversational contributions according to whether they were made by a four to
six year old or an eight to 13 year old, and whether the play situations
allowed for dyadic verbal exchanges between the target child and one of
the older sibling partners.

C00PBIAT10N W W010F AND ZMACANTEC MAYA SBUNG KTBACT10NS:
THE TfACHMG FUNCTION
Much of the play activity of Zinacantec Maya and Wolof children in
sibling caregiving groups consists of teaching interactions in which an
older sibling gives the younger sibling a task, draws attention to the task,
or provides a model from which the younger can learn. It will be clear from
the examples that follow that these interactions involve mechanisms of
behavioral regulation between siblings and cousins of different ages. By
differentiating the roles and responsibilities of differently aged participants in an age-appropriate way, competition and jealousy are minimized
and group participation is maximized. Important elements in this differentiation are respect for the authority of the older siblings and for their
guidance, and the priority granted to the regulation of the very young
child's emotional state.

Nonverbal Interactions between a Two Year Old and Three- to
Ffve-Year-Old Siblings
Within a large multiage group, two year olds in both Wolof and Mayan
samples learned best from their slightly older sibling (three to five years)
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through nonverbal interaction. In play situations involving a large group
of siblings of different ages, the two-year-old child was integrated as a participant but remained on the outskirts of the play, speaking little. In this
setting, the conversation was often dominated by the older siblings. However, if nonverbal behaviors are taken into account (proximity relations,
gestural mimicking), we find that privileged interactions were taking place
between the two year old and the three- to five-year-old siblings. The spatial organization of the child group in these situations showed that the
youngest child often chose a location next to one of the older children and
engaged in parallel or complementary actions. Below is an illustration of
this from the Wolof data:
For a little more than an hour, a group of six children are pretending to cook. There
are two girls seven, three girls between the ages of three and a half and four years, and
a 23-month-old boy, Mbaye, who is the cousin, nephew, and brother, respectively, of
the girls. The girls are going through the steps of preparing a meal from millet. The
eldest two (seven years old) are shaping and mixing the millet as they talk to each
other. They are having a discussion about the distribution of roles and are teasing each
other. The younger, less talkative four year olds are carrying out the simpler task of
millet winnowing (shaking the containers of millet to remove impurities) that precedes
its pounding.

The recording shows 23-month-old Mbaye being brought into the activities and the different roles the older children play with respect to him.
Note that, up to this point, the oldest girls (age seven) are in charge of
distributing roles, while the four year olds have simpler, albeit equally
important, roles to fulfill in the cooking. As the sequence continues, one
of the seven year olds ensures a role for 23-month-old Mbaye, a role that
does not put pressure on him to perform but allows him opportunities to
participate at his own level.
At the beginning of the sequence, seven-year-old Aminata, Mbaye's aunt, gives him a
pot and an old tin plate, out of which he builds a play oven. A few seconds later,
three-year-old Mbaye's attention is attracted to his sister Magatte, age three years, six
months, who is rhythmically hitting her platter of sand against the ground to make the
.sand go up in the air in a winnowing motion. Mbaye goes over to Magatte and sits down,
first facing her and then beside her. He imitates Magatte's gesture but makes it wider
and with a slower motion. He accentuates the leaning forward movement. Magatte
reproduces her brother's exaggerated gesture and then stops. Mbaye, who had stopped
to scrape the sand with his pot, resumes the leaning forward movement. Magatte
watches him do this three times and then starts to hit her platter against the ground
again, as in the beginning. Mbaye reproduces Magatte's rhythmic hitting movements.

In this short sequence, the activities of the three-year-old sister and
her younger brother are coordinated by means of identical body positioning, adopted by the two year old (face-to-face, then side-by-side). This
imitative play is aimed at a goal-oriented activity, meal making, which
requires the appropriation of bodily techniques and the implementation
of kinesthetic schemes. The imitation of gestures and postures is the
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organizing principle of the interaction. The body swaying combines the
codified gesture representing the winnowing action, and its magnification
representing the purely expressive dimension. The child uses his own
body to mirror the body of another, in a sort of empathetic echoing process
(Gosnier 1994). This nonverbal communication mode includes imitating,
being imitated in return, and generating rhythm and amplitude variations.
In this way, even though the four-year-old elder does not directly or verbally guide the young one's activity, she plays an important role in teaching
her young brother. In a complementary way, despite their skill inequality,
the youngster has a reciprocal influence on the older girl's actions. Observations like these show that four year olds, who are close in age and familiar to their younger siblings and with whom they share activity areas and
routines, attract two year olds and capture their attention. In doing so,
they help the baby acquire the skills offered by their culture.
In the Zinacantec example of play washing that follows, the successful
pedagogical communication of the four year old to the two year old is also
nonverbal. The four year old provides an action model that the two year
old then imitates. One difference is that the Zinacantec four year old, below, unlike the Wolof three year old in the preceding scene, does try to
give verbal directives; however, they are not successful. Indeed, neither
are the verbal directives of the older Wolof children to the two year old.
However, as in the Wolof example above, the oldest Zinacantec children
successfully structure the play by providing the materials. Thus, in the
example that follows, the essential elements in "teaching" or inducing the
two year old to participate in play washing are nonverbal: the provision of
the materials by two older children, ages six and nine, and the provision
of an action model by a four year old.
This interaction involves children ranging in age from two to nine:
Rosy (age nine), Xunka' (age six), Esteban (age four), and Patricia (age
two) who are engaged in play washing. Like the three-and-one-half-yearold Wolof child, above, four-year-old Esteban furnishes a nonverbal model
of washing for the two year old, without really trying to attract her attention to his model. Unlike the Wolof case, above, the two year old does not
immediately imitate the model. However, less than a minute later, she
does so. As in the Wolof case, above, the two year old and the four year old
continue with parallel nonverbal activity.
In this example, Patricia and Esteban are playing in the backyard.
Rosy enters and places a bucket with a piece of clothing in it between
Esteban and Patricia. She then directs both of them in washing. Rosy tells
the children, "You will see," as she gathers tools for washing. Esteban says
that he wants the bucket as Rosy goes to get something else. Rosy returns
with another bucket. The following is a transcript of the rest of the
vignette:
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Esteban:
Patricia:
E:
Rosy:
E:
E:
P:
R:
R:
R:

Xunka':
R:
R:
E:
X:
P:
R:
X:

Hand me that. Take out the pants. (Reaching for pants)
La. [Baby talk sound, in protest to Esteban]
I want one!
[mumbles] . . . your washing.
(Retreats to watch the washing action at a distance)
Wash! Wash!
(Does washing action with his threads)
Let's wash!
Hand me a little water.
Aaw! (She looks to the water, touches her bucket, and makes the sound in
protest.)
Wash Patri! (Enters to help her)
(As she takes the pants out of the bucket)
Take out—take out the washing here.
Wash! Put soap on your washing here. (Shows the washing movement and
pretends to put soap on the washing)
Wash this—look! Wash look! (To Patricia)
[What have you brought? (to Xunka')1
[Look. Look. (Xunka' brings in a big glass of water and looks to Rosy as to
where to put it.)
Give it to him [so that] he can see it. [Here, Rosy directs Xunka' 's attention.]
You understand. Understand. (To Patricia)
(Retreats, to watch the washing from a distance, then reenters to add water
to Patricia's bucket, from the larger bucket.)
Let's pour your water down.
(Continues his washing action, not engaging Patricia. He knocks over a glass
of water, and they all laugh.)
Draw water and bring it back! (To Xunka')
(Runs to get him water)
(Looks at what Esteban is doing and imitates the action)
(Exits the scene completely)
(Notices that Rosy has gone. She brings water for Patricia and Esteban.)
Look [at] this [water]! (Gives Esteban water, then pours some out for Patricia)
(Esteban and Patricia continue washing.)1

In addition to the fact that the essential element in teaching is nonverbal, another important way in which the Zinacantec example mirrors
the Wolof example is in the age hierarchy that is manifest in this sequence.
Nine-year-old Rosy manages the whole scene. Her helper is six-year-old
Xunka', who looks to Rosy for guidance. Rosy tells four-year-old Esteban
what to do ("Wash! Wash!"), and Esteban accepts her authoritative suggestion: four seconds later, he incorporates it transitively ("Let's wash!")
for Patricia, two years his junior, who does not respond to his verbal command but ultimately does follow his action model.

Age Hierarchy, Leadership, and Conversational Contributions
In the preceding example, Xunka', age six, is the older sister Rosy's
helper; as such, she follows Rosy's lead and says almost nothing. However,
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in accordance with the principle of age hierarchy, Xunka', age six, takes
on the role of the "boss" when she, in turn, is the oldest. In the following
scene, Xunka' takes an authoritative leadership and teaching role on both
the nonverbal and verbal levels. This role includes corrections when a
younger child makes a mistake.
X:
E:

X:

Gome here Pati! Let's play here!
(Enters to sit with them) Let's play then!
(Xunka' is tearing leaves off a branch to serve as pretend tortillas as Patricia
and Esteban both watch her. Esteban exits.)
Wait then. I'm going . . . I'm going to put it this way—even better. (Goes to
pound the leaves and make them better. Sees that Patricia is doing nothing
and demands from a distance that she pat tortillas.)
You pat. Pat tortillas! Pat tortillas!
(Xunka' herself is pounding leaves with a rock on top of a wooden surface
away from Patricia.) They (tortillas) came out good and thick.
(Xunka' comes closer to Patricia and notices that Patricia has taken the
wrong leaves off the wrong branch.) Not this. Just the little ones! Just the
little ones! There aren't any . . . [mumbles].

In these everyday situations in which multiparty interactive episodes
prevail, verbal productions by the three- to five-year-old siblings directed
at the younger sibling could be less common. The number of children gathered in the multiparty Wolof group could explain the verbal relations that
develop between peers of four or seven years. An especially nonverbal
form of management would prevail in this instance with the two-year-old
child, the peripheral partner.
In the first Zinacantec example, above, four-year-old Esteban talked,
but his communications were not successful. In the second, he merely
echoed the six-year-old leader Xunka', and the reinforced request to play
was observed by two-year-old Patricia, who joined Esteban in imitating
Xunka', gathering pretend "tortillas" from the tree.
In sharp contrast were dyads in which the three to five year old was
the oldest child present, with a two-year-old partner. In those cases, a more
sustained dialogue with some successful verbal communication was likely
to emerge. Here the focus is again on teaching interactions in which a
three to five year old serves as the two year old's teacher. In these interchanges, the sophistication of the older child's teaching strategies, including their verbal component, could increase. Equally interesting, the two
year old sometimes made some verbal contribution, whereas in the larger
group with more levels of authority there was none. Here is an example
from Senegal about an interaction between two children.
In the following sequence, a number of initiatives are taken by a twoyear-old boy, Ibou, whose linguistic production skills are still limited, as
he tries to be included in the activity of an older parallel cousin, Asta (three
years, four months). The sequence involves taking care of a baby doll.
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Ibou moves away from Asta and picks up a little old bench with an animal's head that
Asta uses as a doll. He takes it to Asta and says, " Here." Asta takes it and then gives it
back to him, saying, "Here, here, here raise [take it from] me!" After moving away,
Ibou comes back with the doll, and Asta asks for it: "Give it." She lays it down on its
side on a stair step: "I'm laying it down here." Ibou touches it. Asta then turns around
to lay a loincloth on the bench doll, saying, "Wait until I wrap it with this." Ibou leans
over the covered doll and hits it several times: "Eee" (vocalization with a rising intonation normally used by an older child to warn a younger one), "can't you hear?" Asta
continues her cooking.

Again two-year-old Ibou takes the initiative to enter into play with threeyear-old Asta. Asta eventually takes the opportunity to teach Ibou, and
much of this successful episode is accomplished by verbal means. Asta
successfully asks for the doll and then verbally induces him to wait while
she dresses the doll in a loincloth. Asta is successful in getting him to enter
into make-believe baby play with the doll, as he adds his own theme of
scolding the baby, both verbally and nonverbally. Here, a new level of verbal interaction between three year old and two year old has been added to
the modes of teaching that were seen in the multiage, multiparty situation
presented earlier.
A Zinacantec four year old, Esteban, momentarily alone with his twoyear-old sister, Patricia, has more success in communicating with her verbally than he had in the multiage sibling group interaction, described
earlier. Here is the example:
Two-year-old Patricia has started to walk away from four-year-old Esteban, with whom
she has been playing with paper, glue, and scissors. The children's mother calls to
Patricia from a distance, "Patricia, play like this here!" Esteban picks up on this request
and tries to engage Patricia, saying, "Let's play, I am here!" Patricia responds with,
"Huh?" and Esteban again encourages her to play. Patricia comes around to join Esteban, standing by his side. He picks up a book of papers but doesn't engage her until he
says, "Baby, bring the things!" to which she refuses, "No."

Esteban's successful verbal directive, "Let's play," in fact follows his
mother's model. Patricia responds positively to Esteban's verbalization by
moving next to him. However, Esteban is unable to follow up by engaging
her in play, and his next directive, "Baby, bring the things!" elicits a verbal
response from Patricia, but it is a negative, "No." The significance of noncooperative refusals will be discussed in the next section. For now, the
important point is that, in both cultures, dyadic interactions elicit more
successful verbal communication between a two year old and a slightly
older child than do multiparty communications; here success is measured
in terms of communications that elicit a relevant response.
However, to understand this example, gender roles must also be taken
into account. Esteban, as a boy, is at least as interested in getting his way
through commanding a girl, Patricia, as he is in helping her to learn. In
Zinacantec society, not only is there a hierarchy upward from the younger
to the older but there is also a hierarchy upward from females to males.
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Thus, the situation is quite different in the following scene between a fouryear-old girl, Petu', and her younger sister, Elena. The play activity here is
washing a doll. Petu' asks Elena to wash the baby as she puts soap and
water on the baby doll. Petu' washes the stomach and back of the doll, and
Elena washes it a little by touching its stomach. Petu continues washing
the baby doll vigorously and Elena wanders off. Here, the older four-yearold girl allows the two year old to participate more and seems less interested in controlling her behavior for her own ends than did the older
four-year-old boy in the preceding example. Indeed, even though Elena
does not talk, Petu's role as guide and teacher here seems much more like
Asta's than like Esteban's, vis-a-vis two-year-old Ibou in the Wolof example
above.
Wolof children also socialize a gender hierarchy in their play, with
males exerting control over females. In the next example, a Wolof fiveyear-old boy desires to get his own way with his little sister, who is 22
months old.
Jara (22 months) comes near her brother Pappa (5 years), holding a big spinning top.
Pappa says to Jara, "Lend it to me, lend it to me." Jara replies, "Let go," and Pappa
takes the spinning top from her. Pappa commands, "Move over Jara, I grind the millet."
He then takes a handful of sand from his jelly jar to put it on the hollow space in the
upside-down spinning top. Pappa describes his action, "I grind the millet, I grind the
millet." Jara replies, "Grind the millet." A visiting neighbor, five-year-old Bintu, approaches and remarks: "Jara said that you grind the millet, do you understand?" Pappa
then says, "Yes Jara said that I take grind the millet, after it is Xaadim's turn."

Similarly, in a Wolof transcript concerning an interaction between a
nine-year-old boy, Iba, and a two-year-old girl, Fadia (presented below),
Iba tries to control his sister through teasing as much as he tries to teach
her. The control of the female by the male is enacted and socialized in
sibling play in both the Zinacantec and Wolof groups. At the same time,
four-year-old Petu' and three-year-old Asta are enacting and socializing
the role of the female as nurturant guide.
What is the nature of the verbalizations addressed by this age group to a
younger child? An analysis of the speech acts of the three-and-one-half- to
five-year-old Wolof children who addressed a sufficient number of utterances
to their younger 24- or 30-month-old sibling or cousin (Rabain-Jamin
2001) indicated the prevalence of requests for action (55.3 percent to 77.7
percent), but very few requests for information (2.8 percent to 7.9 percent). In line with this general finding in the Wolof data, four out of five of
Asta's verbalizations, above, to her younger brother were requests for action. Similarly, all three of Esteban's verbalizations, above, from the Zinacantec data, were requests for action. Correspondingly, in the Zinacantec
data as a whole, requests for action (commands) were the most frequent
form of discourse by the three tofiveyear olds in their teaching interactions
(Maynard 2002), while requests for information were negligible.
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Nonetheless, if one compares the Wolof interaction with the Zinacantec, the quoted examples suggest that some stylistic differences exist in
the interactions of the Wolof and Zinacantec children. The linguistic interactions may appear more prominent and more complex in the young
Wolof children in the vignettes that are reported here. Recall nevertheless
that the Zinacantecs value quietness in children (Brazelton et al. 1969)
who are accustomed to listening to adult conversation. Because younger
siblings are not verbally assertive, older siblings make more of an effort to
include younger siblings in their activities.

Contribution of Older Siblings
As should be apparent from the nature of the sibling hierarchies, the
older siblings (ages seven to 13) played a different role for the two year
olds. In situations where several children were playing together, Wolof
children made a place for the toddler and provided him or her with the
materials that allowed them to take part in the play (a pot, a worn-out lid),
as in "Diara come join us, come on in!" which Ndeye (13) said to Diara (2)
to bring her into the circle, or "Here, Mbaye, here's your thing," which
Amy (7) said to Mbaye (23 months) as she handed him an old lid. An
example from the Zinacantec data was when nine-year-old Rosy, in the
washing example, brought a pail of water with a piece of clothing in it,
placed it between Esteban (4) and Patricia (2), and directed them in washing. Rosy continued to support and help Patricia to participate when it was
clear that she needed more help in the washing activity than Esteban did.
For example, in the washing example, Rosy came on the scene to help
Patricia, saying, "Wash Patri!" In multiage play activity, the older child's
role consists of obtaining objects for the youngster and defining a framework that will ensure the young child's physical inclusion and position as
a participant in the group.
In situations with fewer actors (dyads or triads), older Wolof siblings
appear to offer more scaffolding in support of the young child learning to
speak. From the purely verbal standpoint, children at this age make more
utterances that, like questions, require the younger child to respond with
language. For example, in the two dyads where the older sibling (a nineyear-old boy or a 13-year-old girl) produced over 50 utterances, action
directives were the most frequent type of utterance (43.2 percent and 65.9
percent, respectively), but the number of requests for information also
tended to be greater (28.3 percent and 19.1 percent), probably due to
greater language development in the older child. The dialogue below took
place when the mother was momentarily absent, which is a social situation
where the role of the older child is well-defined. It shows how an older sibling
can exhibit verbal tuning to the younger one through the production of a
variety of speech acts aimed at maintaining the topic of conversation and
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facilitating the action the younger one is trying to achieve. The participants in this sequence, which took place while the mother was momentarily absent, were Fadia, a two-year-old girl, Iba, her nine-year-old brother,
and Niaye, her six-year-old sister. Iba and Fadia are sitting next to a platter
containing cut-up pieces of pumpkin. A knife is on the ground nearby.
Fadia:
Iba:
F:
I:
Niaye:
F:
F:
F:

Knife. (Looking at the knife)
Where's the knife? I'll give you the knife?
Here's the knife.
(Throws the spoon far away)
Get up and get the knife! (Helps her up)
(Brings the knife closer)
Go on, sit down, come sit here!
(Sits down next to him)
Take the knife (Gives it to her)
Here, cut!
(Takes the knife but gives it back with a groan)
What did you say?
Mama . . . Mama
Mama's back

Two minutes later, after the mother returns and serves a snack of cookies,
Iba resumes the topic:
I:
F:
I:
I:
I:
F:
I:
F:
I:

Gome cut the pumpkin! (Making cutting motions)
(Still standing in front of him)
(Takes a play watch off his wrist and puts it on Fadia's wrist)
(In the meantime, Niaye, the 6-year-old sister, takes the knife.)
(To Niaye) You cut your finger
(To Fadia) Lend me . . . You've refused? (Touching the watch to the child's
wrist)
I've refused .. . you're bad (Hits the mat with the knife)
You're bad . . . you're bad (Holding out his hand in the direction of the knife)
I'll cut you!
If you cut me, you'll be sorry!

The threats do not cause a fight, and the exchange goes on. The older child
starts a new pretending game by putting the knife into the shoe that the
younger girl has taken off, making it into a car: "I'll take you to Thies [the
neighboring town]," he says to Fadia. He gives up the knife when Fadia
asks for it, puts the shoe to his ear as if it were a telephone, and starts a
brief hospital scenario (he had previously been hospitalized): "Hallo, are
you healthy?" Then he quickly returns to his sister's cooking activity as
she cuts the pumpkin, and the dialogue between them continues.
In this social situation, the Wolof custom of older-child caregiving of
younger siblings generates a context for action and dialogue and defines
its contours and its limits. The speech acts produced by the older child are
more than just action directives; they include an assertive act aimed at
misleading the younger child, and requests for information. The types of
questions asked show that older children adapt their remarks to the young
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one, take the child's reactions into account, and question intentions
("What did you say?" "You've refused?"). These questions act as prompts
that bring the younger child into the dialogue, in this case, with an affirmation of opposition ("I've refused . . . You're bad"). The older child handles
this verbal opposition by echoing the younger child's utterance and then
setting the limits on the youngster's threats by means of a warning. At the
semantic level, this entire dialogue dealt with familiar topics likely to capture the child's attention: food and drink, clothing, and accessories (shoes,
the older child's watch, the younger child's earring).
Quantitative analysis of the Zinacantec data (Maynard 2002) indicates that, as they get older, Zinacantec children, like Wolof children, attempt to elicit more language from their two-year-old siblings although,
like the older Wolof children, the overwhelming majority of their verbalizations remain requests for action. While all types of talk increase with
age, descriptions and explanations, which stimulate talk rather than action, increase from nothing at ages three to five to very low levels (per
minute of talk) at ages six and seven (still statistically significantly higher
than the youngest age) to much (and significantly) higher levels at ages
eight to eleven.
An example from the Zinacantec data involves eight-year-old Tonik
and two-year-old Ratal. In this example, Tonik teaches Ratal how to wash
a baby doll. While she makes many requests for action, she also includes
a statement, "I have poured it," as she pours water on the baby blouse, and
a question, "Do you want another [glass of water]?"
Mayan and Wolof sibling interactions have a number of features in
common. For one, most two year olds speak very little. Interactions with
slightly older siblings (ages three to five), although mainly nonverbal, furnish an effective support for the activity of the youngest child. Older and
younger siblings cooperate in joint play. Studies on the functions of speech
in the make-believe play of Italian children 18 and 32 months old have
shown that gestures prevail for the youngest children while, for the older
children, speech and actions no longer play simple complementary roles
in expressing shared meanings: children begin to use language "to manage
and run the overall scenario" (Musatti 1986).
Another finding in both data sets was that older children of all ages
tend to preferentially address young two and three year olds via a series of
action directives. Such sequences of orders are a sign of the enlistment of
the younger child in the action. Direct orders appear to be the standard
means of addressing a younger child. Receiving orders means being granted
responsibilities and being allowed to participate in the play. The subordination relationship ensures integration into the group.
In both cultural groups, the linguistic skills of older siblings ages eight
to 13, in conjunction with their caregiving obligations, appear to promote

Sibling Teaching Interactions In Two Cultures • 223

behaviors that serve as scaffolding for young two year olds. These behaviors are manifested in different ways, including making room for the young
one in the activity area, offering objects, and giving demonstrations or
providing physical guidance for the child.
In addition, in social situations in which the younger sibling is experiencing discomfort, the Wolof examples showed adaptation on the part of
the older children who posed questions that gave rise to verbal responses
from the younger child and displayed consideration of the younger child's
intentions. In the Zinacantec examples, the older child tended to take the
initiative in empathizing with the younger child's plight and helping them
without waiting for a request from the younger. This example suggests a
stylistic difference. The Wolof tend to scaffold the younger child to use
verbal means of expression, whereas the Zinacantecs tend to respond to
nonverbal cues emitted by the younger child without requesting the
younger one to verbally specify demands.

Noncompliance and Refusals in Teaching Interactions
The conventions of communication are not learned solely through
scaffolding and cooperation between adult and child, or between children
of different skill levels. Learning also takes place in moments of conflict
and confrontation between different points of view. Social conflict may
play an important role in the growth of social understanding. A major finding in both the Mayan and Wolof data was the ability of older siblings to
exercise flexibility in handling their two-year-old sibling's first manifestations of opposition or refusal.
The older siblings exhibited an understanding of their status as they
issued commands to younger brothers and sisters. However, as will be seen
in the examples, the two year olds did not always comply with the demands
of their elders. Older children often appear to handle a younger child's
noncompliance by adjusting the activity to suit the little one's desires.
In one Zinacantec example, an eight-year-old girl, Maruch, adjusts her
request after seeing that her two-year-old sibling does not comply. Maruch
asks Petu' to make tortillas and moves Petu's hand in a tortilla-making
motion. However, Petu' does not want to make tortillas, so Maruch tries to
get Petu' to hold a baby doll, saying, "Hold your baby, then!" Two-year-old
Petu' still does not comply. Maruch tries again to get Petu' to make tortillas,
which Petu' will not do. Finally, Maruch convinces Petu' to hold the baby
doll. Maruch says, "Just hold your baby doll then." Petu' holds the baby
doll, and both are content. In another example, four-year-old Esteban asks
two-year-old Patricia to get something for him. When she does not get him
what he wants, Esteban simply goes to get it himself. Thus, noncompliance
does not interfere with the play. These examples are representative of the
overall pattern that maintains harmony among siblings.
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In general, older children handle noncompliance or refusals from two
year olds without becoming upset and without explaining why they should
comply. In most cases, the older child simply does whatever can be done
to make the two year old content. This harmonious pattern is typical of
both Zinacantec and Wolof children's daily interactions in the context of
multi-age play in the sibling/cousin group. One particular strategy seen in
the Wolof data was to restore cooperation through a change of topic. The
change of topic in this case transformed the conflict into a harmonious
teaching interaction, which in turn led the younger girl to fulfill the older's
request. The conflict was resolved by giving up on the request and changing the topic after a series of requests and refusals. The transition from one
center of interest to another serves to arrest the conflict, even if the aim
of the initial request has not been abandoned. For children, a topic change
represents an attempt to return to a state of cooperation. These behaviors
not only reveal the importance of the cooperative model in sibling play
routines but also demonstrate the weight of implicit older-younger helping
behavior norms in a social environment in which adults are never very far
away. Here is an example of this in an exchange between two Wolof sisters:
Oumy (age four years, seven months) makes several unsuccessful attempts to get the
whip that her younger sister Fatou (two years, eight months) is using to pound some
sand in an old wheel: "You lend me your pounder. . . . Lend it to me! .. . lend it to me!"
Fatou resists. An unexpected event occurs: Oumy bumps her foot against the plastic
jug Fatou is using as a "pretend doll." Fatou looks at the jug doll and says to Oumy,
"Take her, she's crying." The situation then reverses. Oumy redirects the proposal
towards the younger child. She suggests: "Aren't you even going to take her to nurse
her?" The younger girl takes the jug and brings it up to her breast. She then lets her
sister have the whip so she can take her turn pounding.

Topic changes appear to be an important part of the joint activity and
negotiation routines of these children. In this example, the older child
drops her request for a while and returns to a state of agreement with her
younger sister about the to-be-carried-out action. The harmonious unfolding of the social interaction is momentarily reestablished, so the younger
girl agrees to satisfy the older one's request.
Certainly, the four- to five-year-old child knows that the adults or the
close siblings are ready to intervene, and to sanction by a disapproving remark, any conflict that occurs between a peer or a younger child. Older
siblings have to learn to manage such conflicts, and if they fail to master
that, their position as caretaker can be threatened. The older siblings' social
role is, from the age of four or five years, to assure good management of
the emotions and well-being of the younger child and to know how to use
those management skills to distribute tasks and role taking during shared
activities. The four- to five-year-old child also leans on the experience and
the knowledge gleaned from very early child caregiving interactions.
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GENERAL DISCUSSION
Much of the play activity of Zinacantec Maya and Wolof children in
sibling caregiving groups consists of teaching interactions in which an
older sibling gives the younger a task, draws the younger's attention to a
task, or provides a model from which the younger can learn. Wolof and
Mayan children spend considerable time in close proximity to the work or
play activities being carried out by others. In cultural contexts that promote the development of caregiving skills, children learn to take into account and foresee the needs and desires of younger children.
As Dunn (1988) noted for European children, older siblings take charge
of their younger sibling's play, while themselves remaining actors in the
activities underway. This generalization would apply to the two cultures
here and may well be a universal. However, we maintain that the emphasis
on teaching by older siblings is much stronger in sibling caregiving cultures than in Western cultures. In the course of their sibling interactions,
Wolof and Zinacantec children teach and learn through everyday play activities such as cooking or taking care of a baby. The extent to which this
is true in European-based cultures requires further empirical research.
We also found examples of social hierarchy in the teaching interactions of both the Wolof and the Maya. According to the age composition of
a particular group, the same children have opportunities to practice different communication skills, particularly in the verbal realm. At the same
time, roles are carefully adjusted to the skill level of children of different
ages, a kind of sibling scaffolding.
Like adults, older children support their younger siblings and have
power over them. In both cultural groups, power dominates with older
boys, support with older girls. However, unlike adults, both boys and girls
defend their own goals and interests in play and, in doing so, are led to
develop all kinds of pragmatic skills to bring out these interests while
avoiding conflict (e.g., when Oumy devises a strategy to get the whip from
Fatou, without making her upset). Indeed, we found a preference for harmony over conflict, confirming the notion that sibling caregiving breeds
interdependence among siblings and cousins that, in turn, entails the management of conflict to regain and maintain harmony (Weisner 1982). In
the context of these striking cross-cultural similarities, there are interesting cross-cultural differences between sibling interaction in Wolof and Zinacantec sibling groups.
Two-year-old Wolof children are able to take the initiative to insert
themselves into the activity of a group of older children, whereas two-yearold Zinacantec children respond more to the initiatives of the older children, who take the responsibility of integrating them into the group. In
fact, depending on the circumstances, the two-year-old Wolof child can
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take the initiative to insert him- or herself into the group, or can be invited
to participate. Accepted as spectator, secondary actor, or speaker, the
Wolof child is never separated from group play. The Wolof baby can be the
heart of the playgroup as early as six months, and the adults reinforce the
narrow association of play and child caregiving for all the older children.
Certain Wolof observations can give the impression that the older children's support of the younger child's speech is quite important. The older
children frequently make commands for action by the younger children,
as with the Zinacantecs. However, the eight- to ten-year-old Wolof children also support the demands of the two-year-old child to third parties:
"Khoudia, leave that alone. He [the baby] said: look (to a four-year-old girl
who wants to take the mirror held by the baby)." Older children produce
assertions or pose questions to the younger ones ("What are you looking
at?" "That is you there," while presenting the mirror to the younger child).
Zinacantec sibling caregivers of eight to ten years also engage in similar
questions when holding children in front of mirrors, and they support two
year olds' demands, but usually the demands are made nonverbally. For
example, one sibling caregiver defended the current activity with the child
by saying to the mother, "He doesn't want to," when the mother had suggested they play something else. Here, however, the support is of the two
year old's nonverbal assertion, rather than a verbal one.
Among the Wolof, the importance of reported speech and of prompts
in the key period of entering into language, at about two years of age (cf.
Rabain-Jamin 1998), clearly shows the importance of the spoken word.
The child's social entourage highlights the child's rights to the spoken
word. One often sees a third person, an older child or an adult, be the
spokesperson for the requests: "He said, 'Leave me alone' "; "He said that
he wants to play." In cases of reported speech such as these, the child's
assertion is supported and validated by a third person because children
are not supposed to function by themselves. If others pay attention to what
is said, one will, in return, pay attention to what others say. As is true for
the Zinacantecs, the child is supposed to pay attention to what others say.
Moreover, if one opens for the child the domain of speech, one is sensitive
to the social disorder that speech can create (Wax bal la [The word is a
bullet from a gun]). In summary, among the Wolof, the insertion of the
child among other children by means of the spoken word is valued.
Through their spoken words, children are supposed to show their willingness for social participation, but they must also know how to keep in their
place and listen to elders.
Another related difference is that from the age of 20 to 24 months, the
Wolof child is invited to participate in language exchanges. They are the
evidence par excellence that one can agree and be in harmony. Zinacantec
children also become part of the fabric of social interactions, but with less
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wordplay. They show knowledge of age and gender hierarchies as they participate in activities together. Across interactive transactions and thanks to
the creativity of language, the children's behavior in both groups is then
inscribed within the general limits of social rules and community institutions.
The similarities noted in the effects of sibling caregiving in two societies that appear in other respects so different—geographic environment,
social institutions, rituals and religion, communication style—are particularly interesting. They argue in favor of general, perhaps even universal,
regularities in behavioral mechanisms of cultural transmission and the
modalities by which children teach one another in the context of taking
care of each other. Children's linguistic interactions reflect their growing
abilities to teach each other and to gain and maintain compliance, both
factors in maintaining harmony in the sibling group.
We hope that other researchers using variations of situations and scaffolding measures will bring supplementary observations to clarify the hypotheses that we have advanced here. The comparison between the two
populations, Maya and Wolof, brought us to underline the similarity of the
symbolizing processes operated by the children in their games and their
interpersonal exchanges. The children's behaviors indicate the methods
by which each acquires the position of girl or boy, of older or younger,
while selectively borrowing from adults the behavioral traits such as what
to do and say. The marking of the personal positions operates according
to many modalities, through different sensory channels, and is made up of
simple gestures, actions, of physical appropriation of a particular place, or
of words or declarations. It is interesting that, comparing one society to
another, these child behaviors link themselves to complex elements of
social life (organizations of different family relationships, degrees of hierarchy, practices of caregiving, systems of beliefs, theories of emotions). In
an indirect way, the observable behaviors reflect the less visible appropriation by every child of the family life and the cultural modes for behavior
that are furnished in the course of socialization.
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