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ABSTRACT 

The Adlerian psychological model has long been used 

in Western Europe and in the United States and Canada as a 

framework for understanding individual behavior and for con

ducting family counseling. The model is based in values of 

equality, mutual respect and cooperation. Parents are 

taught techniques and attitudes which will facilitate re

sponsible and cooperative behavior in their children and in

duce more positive relationships among family members. 

The field of Anthropology has provided a multitude of 

studies examining family life in less-technologically com

plex societies. However, the Adlerian model, which provides 

a paradigm for interpreting interpersonal relationships, has 

never been used by researchers. 

This study utilized Adlerian theory in examining 

child-behavior, parent-child relationships and parenting 

attitudes among Zapotec Indians in a remote mountainous area 

of Oaxaca, Mexico. The people of the village in the study 

numbered 350 and were engaged in subsistence-agriculture. 

Open-ended interviews were conducted with adults 

concerning cooperation at the village and family levels and 

the cooperative and non-cooperative behavior of their chil

dren. 
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Intensive observations were conducted in six fami

lies, during which all behaviors of children in each family 

along with consequent reactions of adults, were logged. 

Behaviors were then categorized as cooperative or non-

cooperative according to certain criteria and tallied for 

each child. 

The sample contained 19 children who demonstrated 

cooperative behaviors, 8 3% of the time. Nine of the chil

dren fell into the 90-100% cooperative behavior range. 

Children carried out, to a lesser degree, most of the adult 

work tasks. In addition, they regularly served as care

takers for younger siblings. 

Parental attitudes elicited through the interviews 

reflected a preference for giving counsel or advice over 

physical punishment, a toleration of differences in children, 

a willingness to allow children to work at their own pace 

and an understanding of the adult "role" in child misbehav

ior. 

Adler's basic premise was that when children are 

allowed to belong to the family group in a constructive 

meaningful way, they do not need to find a place of signifi

cance through destructive means. This premise was confirmed 

by this study. Zapotec children begin around the age of 

three to participate in the family's daily work tasks. They 

seem to cooperate out of a recognition of the necessity of 

their contribution rather than as a result of any autocratic 



parenting behaviors on the part of adults. Since all work 

is valued, children grow-up in an atmosphere which allows 

and needs their constructive input. 



CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION 

To cooperate, as defined by Webster's dictionary,• 

is to work with others, to associate with others for mutual 

benefit. Human societies have been built upon the willing

ness and ability of their members to work together in the 

struggle to insure the survival of the group. 

The development of culture may be seen as a problem-

solving process devised consciously and unconsciously by a 

group of people working together to discover the most useful 

approaches to the particular environment and time in which 

they find themselves. The basic cooperative nature of this 

endeavor is often unnoticed because of the emphasis placed 

on the outcomes of culture (its institutions, norms, be

havioral patterns) rather than the process. 

Cooperation within a group is most evident in 

smaller, less technologically complex societies of the 

world. Subsistence living "requires" that all members of 

the group work together to survive and sustain their way of 

life. How people work or relate together depends on pat

terns evolved by that group. Even in apparently "hostile" 

communities a certain degree of cooperation is necessary 

to maintain accepted patterns. 

1 
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In modern industrial society, the benefits and nec

essity of cooperation among individuals and groups is rarely 

recognized because of the extensive emphasis placed on com

petition. Western ideology, as found in the United States, 

has valued competition as an approach to solving all types 

of problems to such an extent that individuals are seriously 

hampered in their capability to function cooperatively, or 

to even understand the value in doing so. 

In an essay about the westernization of the Pacific 

Islands, anthropologists Nancy and Theodore Graves (197 8) 

discussed competition in the United States. 

In our own society, interpersonal rivalry and compe
tition are so thoroughly institutionalized that most 
of us accept them as fundamental drives. 

Whatever cooperation in restraint of trade may actu
ally take place, our economic system is built on the 
idea that through free competition everyone benefits 
. . . . Our legal system is founded on an adversary 
approach. . . . Competitive sport occupies a size
able portion of our time and talent and it is seen as 
a natural path for 'building character' among our 
youth. And our educational system. . .is founded on 
the notion that the best way to motivate a child to 
work hard in school is to put him in competition with 
his classmates. . . . Social Darwinism is alive and 
well as the fundamental philosophy of the average man 
in our society. . . (p. 115). 

This passage amply describes the degree to which 

competition has become a way of life. The major difficulty 

with competition is that it often leads to increased dis

couragement in individual members or subgroups within the 

society. Competition as a concept implies a struggle in 
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which one party wins and the other loses—and this is the 

dynamic that can bring de-humanizing forces to bear upon the 

individual personality. 

Margaret Mead in Cooperation and Competition Among 

Primitive Peoples (1937) described cultures who emphasize 

cooperation as having the following characteristics (and 

impact upon individual members): a social structure that 

does not depend on individual initiative or the exertion of 

power over others; a faith in an ordered universe; a weak 

emphasis upon rising in status; and, a high degree of role 

security for the individual. 

Her criteria for cooperative societies seem in gen

eral to describe peasant cultures, and in particular, Indian 

peasant communities in Mexico. Cooperation is most obvious 

when examining the family unit in peasant Mexico. All mem

bers of the household are responsible, in economic terms, 

for contributing, according to their abilities, to the wel

fare of the group. 

This study examines how children in a remote Zapotec 

peasant community of Oaxaca, Mexico, participate coopera

tively in the life of the family. Instead, however, of a 

general description of child behavior, observations are 

based on a psychological model that takes into account the 

value of cooperation, its purposes, and its impact upon the 

personality development of the child. The Adlerian model is 
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used as a framework and as an interpretive tool in examining 

the typical behaviors of Zapotec children. 

Theoretical Rationale 

Alfred Adler, writing from 1907-1937, advanced a 

theory of psychology which took into account, and indeed was 

based upon, the importance of cooperation for human life. 

He believed that people are primarily social beings who feel 

most comfortable in life when they are able to find a place 

in the group through contribution. 

Ansbacher and Ansbacher (1956) produced a synthesis 

of Adler's work and the following aspects of his theory are 

taken from their book, The Individual Psychology of Alfred 

Adler, except where otherwise indicated. 

Adler described people as "socially embedded", an 

idea closely associated to the more recent field approach of 

Lewin. Because of the biological inferiority of the human 

animal in nature, the prolonged dependency of infant upon 

adult, the requirement for shelter, for help in gathering/ 

growing of food, it is necessary that human beings join to

gether and participate in group life. In groups, he points 

out, people have been able to solve problems and build cul

ture where an individual would have failed. 

Adler spoke of the "ironclad logic of social liv

ing." By this he meant that, as individuals, we are 

confronted by the demands made on us in communal life as 
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surely as we are confronted by the demands of climate or 

shelter. The conditions of life, including psychological 

life, are determined by the fact that we live together by 

the rules and regulations arising from social influences. 

Adler states: 

The demands of society have regulated human relation
ships which had already existed from the beginning as 
self-understood, as an absolute truth. For before 
the individual life there was the community. In the 
history of human culture, there is not a single form 
of life which was not conducted as social. Never has 
man appeared otherwise than in society (p. 128). 

The prime motive for all human behavior is the de

sire to belong, to adapt to society. Adler saw all actions, 

emotions, qualities and characteristics of the individual as 

serving that purpose. According to Dreikurs (1953), psychi

atrist and student of Adler: "His leading idea was in his 

recognition of the importance of human society, not only for 

the development of individual character, but also for the 

orientation of every single action and emotion in the life 

of the human being" (p. 1). 

Peter Berger (1963), noted sociologist, takes a 

similar point of view when he discussed child socialization: 

The social world is internalized within the child. 
Society then is not only something 'out there*, but 
is also 'in here' as a part of our innermost being. 

Society not only controls our movements, but shapes 
identity, thought, emotion. The structures of 
society become the structures of our own conscious
ness (p. 121). 
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One of the major requirements for social life, ac

cording to Adler, is cooperation which derives from social 

interest. "Social interest is the innate potential or 

aptitude through which the individual becomes responsive to 

reality, which is primarily the social situation" (p. 133). 

The individual desires to feel part of the whole, to contri

bute in a constructive way, and to be able to identify with 

others. Social feeling is an aptitude and therefore needs 

to be developed and trained-for within the family group or 

educational system of the society. 

Adler also felt that people were pulled toward a 

goal as opposed to being driven by a need. This goal is ex

plained in his concept of "finality." The final goal, which 

is the individual's idea of how best to find a place of be

longing, is the unifying element for the personality. It is 

the self-ideal and all behaviors, emotions and qualities are 

put in service toward reaching this goal. 

The individual's perception of how to best belong 

comes from many sources. Adler discussed the importance of 

the influences of environment and heredity. However, he 

felt the most important determinant was what he termed the 

"creative self." Individuals have the ability to creatively 

"see" their situations in life which leads to "biased apper

ception" or the subjective view of reality. In other words, 
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reality exists for the individual only through his/her 

unique perceptions. Dreikurs (1953) offers the following 

explanation: 

Different people respond in different ways to the 
same experiences and influences. Man does not 
merely react. He adopts an individual attitude. 
The attitude adopted depends on the impressions 
the individual forms in early childhood. Environ
ment is indeed a forceful factor. Yet this en
vironment is not the individual's real environment, 
but merely his environment as i+ appears subjec
tively to him. . . . Man devel ps his character
istic behavior, his character, by opposition or 
support, negation or affirmation, acceptance or 
non-acceptance of the group into which he is born 
(p. 4). 

Dreikurs continued to develop and enhance Adler's 

philosophy until his death in 1972. In his work with fami

lies in the United States he emphasized the idea of purpos-

iveness of behavior and developed a practical model for 

understanding the behavior of children. 

Children seek ways to belong within the family and, 

given the opportunity, will strive to find a place through 

constructive behaviors. In the United States, the cultural 

system as a whole, and the family system in particular, do 

not naturally train children in social interest or coopera

tion and often deprive them of opportunities to find signi

ficance in positive ways. Children, therefore, in an 

attempt to secure a place, often resort to destructive or 

non-cooperative avenues. Dreikurs identified four common 

goals of misbehavior (attention-getting, power, revenge and 

assumed disability) which are explained in Appendix A. 
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The implication of the Adlerian approach is that, if 

children are allowed a place of contribution and responsi

bility within the family, the level of destructive behaviors 

will be lower and misbehavior less frequent than in families 

where such opportunities are not provided. Competitive fam

ilies and societies do not naturally provide these situa

tions for children. 

Purposes of the Study 

The two broad purposes of this study are: 

1. To use the Adlerian model for the interpretation of 

the behavior of children from a cooperative society 

and specifically, a Zapotec Indian community in 

rural Mexico. 

2. To gather data about cooperative and non-cooperative 

behaviors of Zapotec children in the natural set

ting. 

These purposes are based upon the insufficiency of 

certain kinds of data within the fields of psychology and 

anthropology. The study is significant because it will pro

vide needed information to both of these academic disci

plines . 

Significance of the Study 

No published reference is available in Adlerian lit

erature in which the model has been used for interpreting 
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behavior in any non-European culture. Published research 

has been conducted in predominately urban, industrialized 

settings in the United States and Europe. Given the social 

emphasis of Adlerian theory, with its focus upon behavior 

and interpersonal interaction, the model would seem to offer 

a helpful and reasonable paradigm for examining non-European 

cultures. It seems appropriate to widen the horizons of the 

theory through exposure to different types of societies. 

Anthropological literature rarely offers the kind of 

data necessary for making interpretations from the Adlerian 

model which requires specific behavioral and interactional 

information. Instead, traditional types of anthropological 

information have been general and descriptive in nature. 

Oscar Lewis addressed this problem in Anthropologi

cal Essays (1946). He states: 

Most monographs give an unduly mechanical and 
static picture of the relationship between individ
ual and culture. The individuals tend to become 
passive automatons who carry out expected behavior 
patterns. As theoretical concepts in the study of 
culture have increased and our level of generaliza
tion and abstraction has been raised, we have come 
to deal more and more with averages and stereotypes 
rather than with real people in all their individual
ity (p. 85). 

Lewis calls for more family studies, which he sees as a 

bridge between culture and individual, the family being a 

manageable unit of observation. 

He refers to Elsie Clews Parson's comment in her 

book about Mitla, a Zapotec Indian village. She said, "In 
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any systematic town survey, much detail is necessarily 

omitted and life appears more standardized than it really 

is—the classifications more or less preclude pictures of 

people living and functioning together" (p. 85). 

A more recent reference to this lack of detail is 

found in an article by Whiting and Whiting (197 3) in which 

they justified the need for their Six Cultures study: 

Most systematic observation of children's social 
behavior has been done on American and British chil
dren. Our knowledge of the behavior of children in 
other cultures is based largely on ethnographic re
ports in which general statements are made describ
ing the customary or typical behavior of children of 
the society being studied. Although these reports 
have been useful in broadening out culture-bound 
perspective, it became evident that more detailed 
and systematic observations were needed to determine 
which of the findings reported in the child develop
ment research literature were unique to modern 
Western industrial societies and which were trans-
culturally valid (p. 56). 

From yet another orientation, Brandt, in his book on 

research methods, Studying Behavior in Natural Settings 

(1972), calls for studies in the social sciences that pro

vide more detail about human being's behavioral patterns. 

In his opinion, behavioral science has barely begun to ac

cumulate and classify data. Naturalistic research will in

crease the overall base of behavioral science and add a 

reality dimension to laboratory research. 

Therefore, the data gathered in this study is signif

icant in three different areas: 
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1. The study provides information about the appropri

ateness of the use of the Adlerian model in a 

non-Western culture. 

2. The study provides needed detail concerning behav

iors of people in other cultures for the field of 

Anthropology. 

3. The study provides needed detail toward the accumu

lation of data on behavior for social science in 

general. 

Research Questions 

The stated purposes of this study lead to the follow

ing research questions: 

1. Is the Adlerian model helpful in understanding the 

behavior of children in a rural Zapotec Indian com

munity of Mexico? 

2. Is the method used for gathering information and 

data on behavior an appropriate one? 

3. Does the Adlerian concept of cooperation differ from 

the Zapotec concept? 

4. In what ways do children cooperate in Zapotec cul

ture and how often? 

5. In what ways do they misbehave or not cooperate and 

how often? 

6. In what ways do adults react to children's misbehav

ior and how often? 



7. In what ways do children behave after the reaction 

of the adults and how often? 

8. What are the Zapotec beliefs concerning the causes 

of misbehavior in children? 

9. Do Zapotec verbal reports about the behavior of 

children and adults correspond with observed behav

iors? 

Definition of Terms 

For the purposes of this study, the meaning of words 

and terms are those commonly held. The following defini

tions apply: 

Behavior—Observable actions. 

Cooperative Behavior—Any action that contributes to the 

welfare of the family group; chiefly task performance. 

Non-cooperative Behavior—Misbehavior; any action that 

involves an adult negatively with a child; action that pro

hibits cooperative exchange; actions that have previously 

brought negative responses and which the adult chooses to 

ignore. In addition, defined by the villagers as a child 

not doing what s/he has been told to do or acting aggres

sively toward another child. 

Reaction to Misbehavior—The observed feeling level of 

the adult in response to the child, particularly reactions 

of annoyance, anger or physical reponses such as hitting, 

spanking, etc. 



Assumptions of the Study 

For the purposes of this study it is assumed that: 

Behavior of children is purposeful, directed at 

finding a place of significance with the family. 

The behavior of children and adults was not altered 

significantly due to the presence of the observer. 

Precautions were taken to minimize the "Hawthorne 

Effect" as advised by Brandt (1972, p. 144). 

The categories of cooperative and non-cooperative 

behavior are present in the culture. While it is 

recognized that particular behaviors in these cate

gories may differ according to the society being 

observed, the categories do exist and can be ex

plained by native informants. 

Limitations of the Study 

This study was limited in the following ways: 

A single observer was used and therefore no oppor

tunity existed for inter-observer test for agree

ment . 

An interpreter was used for the interviewing period. 

Some variation may exist because of discrepancy 

between researcher and interpreter's point of view. 

However, the researcher trained the interpreter in 

the Adlerian model and was present during all inter

views . 
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Fatigue during observations may have affected the 

data gathering. 

The study is limited in scope to one village. The 

findings are not meant to be descriptive of Zapotec 

culture in general. 

The families involved in the study were not randomly 

sampled. Because of the time factor, families were 

contacted who were recommended by the local sponsor. 

An effort was made to observe and interview only 

mothers. However, it was found that there were not 

enough women who spoke Spanish to make this plan 

feasible, and therefore fathers took part in some of 

the interviews and were observed relating to their 

children. 



CHAPTER 2 

REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE 

The literature reviewed in this chapter is taken 

from two disciplines: Dsycholosy and anthropology. In the 

field of psychology there is no published research available 

using the Adlerian model in particular for examining behav

ior in any group in Mexico. However, cross-cultural re

search comparing cooperative and competitive behaviors of 

Mexican rural children and American urban children has been 

conducted. These studies are clearly applicable to this 

research and are reviewed in the last part of this chapter. 

The anthropological literature presented in this 

chapter is concerned with rural Mexican peasant villages and 

is of two types. The earlier literature (Lewis, 1946 and 

Foster, 1967) is standard ethnographic material consisting 

of descriptions of the institutions of society—the economic, 

kinship, family structure, religious and political systems. 

Information is given about parent-child relationships and 

family life but in no detail. 

Criticism has been leveled against this type of gen

eral description of "a society" or "a people" by some au

thors (Barnouw, 197 3; Honigmann, 197 5; Lonner, 197 9) who are 

15 
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concerned that data is not provided to substantiate general

izations made. 

Holtzmann (196 8) summed up these concerns when he 

stated: 

Heavily influenced by psychoanalytic theory and 
occasionally armed with a set of Rorschach cards, 
anthropologists raced off in all directions, col
lecting massive amounts of descriptive material 
. . . . In the search for a modal personality by 
which to characterize a given society, problems of 
sampling, human variability and objectification 
were frequently brushed aside in favor of subjec
tive, vividly descriptive material from which in
ferences about personality were drawn of an 
impressionistic and speculative nature (p. 649). 

The more recent anthropology literature (Fromm and 

Maccoby, 197 0; Bushnell and Bushnell, 197 5; Romney and 

Romney, 1966; Whiting and Whiting, 197 3) is somewhat more 

statistically-oriented and is often concerned with answering 

particular questions about child behavior or parent-child 

relationships. However, the Fromm and Maccoby and Bushnell 

and Bushnell studies made extensive use of projective tech

niques (doll-play, TAT, Rorschach) which are questionable in 

terms of validity, especially when applied in cross-cultural 

settings (Kaplan, 1961; Lindzey, 1961). 

Anthropology 

Oscar Lewis is an anthropologist who has written in 

considerable detail about family life in Mexico. One of his 

earlier works is Life in a Mexican Village: Tepoztlan Re-

studied (1951). Lewis chose this village, located in the 
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the State of Morelos, because it had been studied 20 years 

earlier, by Robert Redfield. He felt the setting offered a 

unique opportunity to test the reliability of ethnographic 

data. He found that his and Redfield's descriptions of the 

same village differed considerably and attributed these dif

ferences to the following factors: 

1. The actual changes that had occurred in the 2 0 

year interval (a new federal school, road finished). 

2. Theoretical and methodological differences. 

Redfield had emphasized the formal, ritualistic as

pects of life while Lewis emphasized the everyday 

life of the people and their problems. 

3. The differences in purpose of the two studies. 

Redfield had examined the folk-urban dichotomy and 

Lewis was seeking to write a well-rounded, ethno

graphic account. 

Redfield had described the village as a homogeneous, 

isolated, smoothly-functioning and well-integrated community 

made up of contented, well-adjusted people. He emphasized 

the cooperative and unifying factors of Tepoztecan society. 

Lewis' findings, on the other hand, emphasized the 

underlying individualism of the institutions and character 

of the people, the lack of cooperation, the tensions and 



18 

schisms within the village and the pervading quality of 

fear, envy and distrust in interpersonal relations. 

Lewis described Tepoztlan as a family centered soci

ety with a strong patriarchal emphasis. Families were 

strong cohesive units held together by bonds of loyalty, 

common economic striving, mutual dependence, stability of 

marriage, the prospect of inheritance and the absence of 

other social groups to which the individual could turn in 

time of need. 

Some families worked smoothly, with a minimum of 

tension, while others had a great deal of tension and con

flict. However, even with all the changes in the interven

ing 20 years between his and Redfield's study, little 

decline in parental authority or evidence of family disorg

anization had occurred. Among the cherished values of family 

life were independence, self-reliance and a strong sense of 

privacy. 

The family was the basic cooperative unit of produc

tion. Each member was expected to contribute to its welfare 

and support. Work within the family was typically carried 

on individually, with women having greater opportunity to 

work together than other members of the family. 

Lewis conducted a synchronic study of a mother and 
i 

her three daughters over a 4-day period and found that of 

the 6 3 hours of housework performed, 48 of those hours were 



performed by the daughters. Thirty-nine hours were done by 

the eldest daughter alone. 

Most skills were learned within the family, begin

ning at an early age. Children learned to work slowly as 

the parents believed that heavy work weakened a child. 

By age five, all children did simple tasks in the 

home. At age six they were generally glad to run errands, 

carry water, or chase chickens from the garden. By age 

seven they were expected to take care of younger siblings 

after school and girls were beginning to learn how to grind 

corn and make tortillas. By age eight, boys began carrying 

the noon meal to their fathers in the fields and there 

helped with the weeding and cultivating. At age 10 the boys 

joined their fathers in the fields to learn the daily work 

of a farmer. By age 15 they were able to drive oxen and 

understood the process for planting and harvesting. By age 

nine the girls were usually skilled cooks. At age 10 they 

could wash and mend clothes and by 15, could do most other 

female adult chores. 

Lewis offered extensive information about interper

sonal relationships. People shared little of their inner

most feelings. They did not express affection except in the 

nursing relationship of mother-infant. The younger genera

tion of parents, however, seemed to be expressing more 

affection toward their children and took a personal interest 



in them. They gave toys and food to their children more 

often and sacrificed for their education. 

There was, according to Lewis, a great deal of sup

pressed hostility in interpersonal relations, expressed 

through such indirect means as gossip, ridicule, envy and 

sorcery. Wife and child beatings were common although there 

had been a shift toward lack of approval for such behaviors. 

In a later book, Tepotzlan, Village in Mexico (1960) 

he described relations between parents and children as con

ditioned on respect and authority. Children were reared to 

respect and obey their elders and to submit to the will of 

their parents. From infancy on, they were encouraged to be 

passive, quiet and unobtrusive. Older children were re

quired to be obedient, self-controlled and helpful. 

He described the mother-child relationship as qual

itatively different from father-child. While the mother-

child relationship was thought to be naturally closer, the 

- 9'  
relationship with father was one of the avoidance of intJ-

9 
macy and of respect. The unvarying role of the father 

brought about consistent behavior in the children while in 

his presence. They were always obedient, subdued and in-
j  

hibited. 

Children displayed less consistent behavior around 

their mothers. Such inconsistency was a reflection of her 

behavior which alternated between being^rotective and 

/ 
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administering punishment, being indulgent and being strict, 

being authoritarian and submissive, and serving and demand

ing service. 

Children were always punished for flouting authority 

and for being unwilling to work. Any other kind of misbe

havior was likely to go unnoticed, especially if it was 

backed up by a child's temper, tears, whining or demanding. 

Fear was the principal technique used to control 

children. Although there was a tradition of severe punish

ment, parents were generally showing more leniency toward 

children's whims and faults. 

Children between the ages of 5-12 were more 

punished than younger children. Fathers inflicted the most 

severe punishment but mothers punished more often. Mothers 

often used lying and deception to control children. They 

made and broke promises to them to get them to do things. 

Children consequently learned to lie at a young age, how

ever, little moral indignation was evidenced from parents 

when they did. 

The effect of the use of deception with children was 

that it caused mutual distrust between them and their par

ents. Parents would often assume that their children lied 

to them and children would subsequently withdraw from and 

not confide in them. 
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Lewis depicted the families of this village as basic

ally cooperative groups in which children were given work 

responsibilities and he gave an extensive description of 

the types of jobs they do. He also pointed to a hostile in

terpersonal environment with authoritarian parenting style 

being the mode. It is interesting to note the differences 

that were found between Lewis' description and that of 

Redfield. These same differences will be addressed through

out this literature review. The dichotomies of cooperative 

vs hostile attitudes, permissiveness vs authoritarian par

enting styles and well-adjusted vs repressed individuals 

appear over and over again in ethnographic description of 

peasant Mexico. 

The material presented from Lewis however, was of a 

general descriptive nature except for the section having to 

do with an analysis of work load of a mother and her two 

daughters. No effort was made to assess similar behaviors 

for other families in the village. Such assessment of these 

work behaviors as well as other behaviors and attitudes, 

would have provided factual support to Lewis' descriptions. 

George Foster (1967), another anthropologist, 

offers a description of the village, Tzintzuntzan, which 

resembles Tepotzlan as described by Lewis. 

Foster centered his discussion of the book, 

Tzintzuntzan around his idea of the "image of the limited 



good." In an article published in the American Anthropolo

gist (1965), he explained the concept: 

Broad areas of peasant behavior are patterned in such 
a fashion as to suggest that peasants view their so
cial, economic and natural universes, their total en
vironment as one in which all of the desired things 
in life such as land, wealth, health, friendship and 
love, manliness and honor, respect and status, power 
and influence, security and safety, exist in finite 
quantity and are always in short supply. . . . There 
is no way directly within peasant power to increase 
the available quantities (Vol. 67, p. 296). 

The evidence that love and affection were seen as limited in 

peasant society was demonstrated by ideas of sibling rivalry. 

Mother's love was seen as limited, sufficient quantities 

were not available, and this led to jealousy. The next to 

the youngest child frequently suffered from a "disease" 

• 
called chipil caused by the birth of a new baby. 

Foster continued this "limited good" idea in a book 

about the village. Good things in life were limited and un-
v 

expandable. Therefore personal gain was made at the expense 

of others. Individuals saw themselves in perpetual struggle 

with their fellows and the world at large for control over 

their share of the scarce resources. 

Economic activities required little cooperation from 

people outside the family unit. Most families produced and 

sold surplus without the aid of others. 

The ideal pattern of family life was that of a domi

nant and authoritarian husband and father, a submissive 
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wife, and obedient children. Mother, it was felt, should be 

kind and loving to her children, and they should reciprocate 

in kind. 

Foster reported that actual behavior runs the gamut, 

from the ideal to behaviors quite different from it. Hus

band and wife frequently lived in relative equality and were 

able to achieve real understanding and love. 

As parents, the villagers had an image of themselves 

as loving and just in exercising authority. They did feel 

that children needed to be physically coerced to teach them 

to be good, and that beating was the only sure way of teach

ing unquestioning obedience. 

Foster also depicted the family groupings as basic

ally cooperative although he still offered a rather negative 

description of interpersonal relations and child-rearing 

attitudes. However, he pointed out, unlike Lewis, that 

married couples often operated within the bounds of equal

ity. This is an important insight which adds a new dimen

sion to the general impressions of peasant life and which is 

supported in later literature. 

Data was not presented to substantiate these impres

sions. The reader was not provided with information about 

"how many" people were the way he described them, or the 

range of behaviors found among various individuals. 

Erich Fromm and Michael Maccoby, in Social Character 

in a Mexican Village (1970) described the formation of 



character in childhood. The village in which the study was 

conducted was unnamed. It was selected because of its rep

resentativeness of the villages in the valley near Mexico 

City. 

The authors distinguished three distinct periods in 

which the growing child felt different pressures for adapta

tion. The villagers themselves recognized these stages and 

explained them in terms of the natural development of the 

child. 

Infancy was the only time when a child's needs were 

met quickly with warmth and indulgence. A strong bond was 

forged with the mother during this period. All crying was 

discouraged and infants were fondled or distracted when they 

did. Babies appeared silent and serious most of the time, 

although they generally watched all that was going on about 

them. 

From age two-six, early childhood, children were 

expected to become more independent, to do things for them

selves. At age four-five, they were asked to run errands, 

but were not allowed to wander off to play. The cultural 

emphasis on obedience was begun to be felt by the child at 

age two. Two year olds found that adults expressed mild 

annoyance when they got under foot. The average child of 

five-six expressed a rather independent, self-affirmative 

attitude with other children. 
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Middle childhood, age six to adolescence, was a time 

of internal and external demands. This was the period in 

which children changed from being docile and obedient to 

having minds of their own. Willfulness was taken very ser

iously in children of this age and punished severely. In 

school, children were expected to be obedient, to memorize 

and repeat and were not encouraged to be original, imagina

tive or to reason for themselves. Forty percent of the par

ents in the sample with children in this age group believed 

that disobedient children should be beaten—they were 

explicitly authoritarian. The majority of the villagers, 

however, stated that they preferred to use reason, to give 

counsel, but that they would spank to get results. Twenty-

seven percent stated that it was bad to beat children and 

were usually able to command respect and obedience without 

the use of force. 

Good behavior, or a job well done, was not rewarded, 

the cultural pattern being to punish often and reward mini

mally. Parents felt that to show pleasure about what a 

child did would undermine respect. 

Children were put to work during this period. They 

were expected to learn skills with a minimum of questioning, 

through careful observation and imitation of adults. Al

though children were not rewarded for mastering a new skill, 

parents showed a great deal of patience in allowing children 

to learn in their own time. 
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Fromm and Maccoby (197 0) pointed out that, despite 

the negative aspects of childrearing in the village, there 

were some positive elements when contrasted to United States 

patterns: 

The village culture does not pressure children to 
achieve beyond their abilities. Although no attempt 
is made to develop cooperation, no emphasis is placed 
on competition with others. . . . Although the child 
is forced to be obedient and submissive to parents, 
no effort is made to manipulate his feelings. Vil
lage parents do not tell their children that feeling 
angry at having to obey is bad, nor do they demand 
that the child express love when he does not feel it 
(p. 189). 

They concluded by saying that in spite of the traditional, 

authoritarian attitudes present in the culture, children 

were often able to maintain a strong sense of self. 

Additional, more favorable aspects of childrearing 

patterns were brought to light in this study. The statistics 

pointed to less authoritarian attitudes than have previously 

been discussed. The authors also mentioned the important 

techniques of modeling and encouragement when they describe 

how children learn new tasks and they remarked about the 

lack of competition found among children. 

While the authors gathered specific data in the form 

of scores obtained on projective tests (TAT, Rorschach) and 

questionnaires, such methods are generally held to be of 

dubious value. The validity of these tests has not been 

satisfactorily proven, even for use in the United States. 
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An article by John and Donna Bushnell (197 5) on the 

use of projective doll play with children from a Mexican in

digenous community (San Juan Atzingo) further demonstrates 

the cooperative relationships among children. Children in 

this highland village represented a range of characteristics 

and family background, including relative affluence and im

poverishment, literacy and illiteracy, bilingual and mono

lingual situations. 

A total of 64 children age two-16, took part in one 

or more of 2 3 doll play sessions. These sessions provided 

an opportunity for the researchers to observe first-hand 

the modes of interrelating between children. 

They reported: 

We were frankly rather surprised at the generally 
good-natured, amicable, cooperative nature of 
children's interactions. . . . There were frequent 
instances of rivalry and competition, but these 
were of short duration and low intensity, or else 
were handled in the context of joking, teasing or 
mock contention. A child's feelings seldom ap
peared to be hurt. While passive compliance or 
withdrawal into inactivity were common responses 
for some, these seemed to be more a function of 
personality and age than feelings of humiliation 
or fear of failure growing out of interplay with 
other children (p. 170-171). 

Observing siblings and cousins together, the authors 

stated: 

We were struck with the closeness within families, 
compounded it seems of familiarity, friendship, 
propinquity and the mutual necessity for good work
ing relationships. This, we strongly suspect, may 
account for the very low incidence of overt sibling 
rivalry, especially that of a hostile nature (p. 171). 



29 

The authors saw the village as somewhat akin to a 

family, in which viable modes of interacting were required, 

and at least, outward modes of consideration and cooperation 

were manifested. Whether such consideration was only mani

fested outwardly or not, the authors observed that "none of 

our participants was ever excluded from play with others, 

shunned in a session, or deliberately ridiculed or devalued 

regardless of his actions. Tolerance seemed to be the rule" 

(p. 172). 

The Bushnell article, presenting a statistically 

oriented study, expressed "surprise" at the extent to which 

cooperation and affection were found among children playing 

together. The lack of sibling rivalry finding directly con

tradicted studies by Foster and Lewis. Values of tolera

tion, equality and kindness were implicitly or explicitly 

discussed in describing child behavior. It was interesting 

that they attributed closeness in families as being a result 

of the need to maintain good working relationships and in

deed it would appear to be functional for the maintenance 

of the group that such good relationships continue in a sub

sistence based society. 

The Bushnells used the projective technique of doll 

play as a means of gathering observational data about inter

action between children. In this article they merely de

scribed the interactions and did not make interpretations of 

behavior or provide individual data on children. One of 
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their recommendations was that, in the future, doll play 

could be used as a format to make observations directed at 

specific problems or limited sets of variables. 

The Romneys conducted research for the Six Cul

tures project, coordinated by Whiting and Whiting. Their 

ethnography entitled The Mixtecans of Juxtlahuaca, Mexico 

(1966) is a description of a barrio of 600 people in the 

northwest part of the State of Oaxaca. The Mixtecs are 

closely related culturally to the Zapotecs, the group of in

terest in this study. 

According to the authors, the Mixtec way of doing 

things was to live and let live, to adjust to other human 

beings so as to avoid conflict. The village, however, was 

not a highly organized cooperative. Each family owned its 

own property and went about its business, with minimal in

terference from others. Cooperation between members of dif

ferent families took place only at certain times, such as in 

planting and harvesting. 

Political and social relations were described in the 

following excerpt: 

The Indian pattern is adjustive and permissive while 
the Spanish pattern of town is ordering and domina
ting. The statuses of leadership are thought of as 
obligations rather than something to be striven for 
competitively. . . . Envy and competitiveness are 
regarded as a minor crime. An Indian in a position 
of prominence never gives orders to his fellows. He 
may point out the pattern to be followed. . .or sug
gest modes of action, but this is in the manner of 
dispensing knowledge, not of dominating others by 
either force of personality or by authority of posi
tion. Age gives knowledge and wisdom and is respected 
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as such. . . . Group decisions are made by con
sensus rather than by majority rule or dictatorial 
fiat. ... It can be said that almost all pat
terns of social activity. . .lead toward merging 
with the society rather than individual distinc
tiveness (Romney and Romney, 1966, p. 21). 

The husband and wife formed a cooperative unit 

within this pattern of adjustment and to this working team 

were added the children when they reached eight to ten years 

of age. Exploitation of one sex by the other was atypical 

and children were not dominated by physical or other heavy 

punishment. Bickering and fighting among playmates was not 

characteristic. Like the adults, children sought to adjust 

without friction and would opt for withdrawal from a con

flict as opposed to domination. 

Childhood was divided by the authors into three 

stages, which corresponded to those delineated by Fromm and 

Maccoby (1970). Villager ideas about appropriate child be-, 

havior varied with each stage. 

During infancy the child was said to have no aware

ness and stayed in almost constant care of the mother. At 

age two the child moved into early childhood, somewhat 

abruptly, when weaning took place and when the child was no 

longer allowed to sleep with the parents. Responsibility 

for a two year old was typically transferred from mother to 

an older sibling. Up to age six, the child was said to gain 

in "awareness" and judged to be responsible for his/her be

haviors . 
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Late childhood, age 6-12, was a time of increased 

expectations for responsibility, self-reliance and obedi

ence. The child had developed "reason" and "can be taught 

to understand the place his tasks have in the family and life 

in general" (Fromm and Maccoby, 1970, p. 119). 

Transition between stages appeared to happen 

smoothly. When tasks were assigned, they were generally 

carried out by the child without any fuss. 

The authors could not distinguish between birth 

positions and the effect they might have on the personality 

of the child. They felt this was due to the high degree of 

interaction with other families and fluid residence pat

terns. The exception was the youngest child, who was found 

to enter the various stages later than was true of the 

others. 

The personality of the typical Mixtec individual 

was described as relatively more secure and better inte

grated than that of the townsperson. The villagers seemed 

to follow approved patterns of culture without any strong 

motivations toward special rewards, distinctions, prominence 

or the like. The authors however, added that within the 

patterns of their life, there existed a great deal of flexi

bility in personality and behavior. 

Once again, the authors were found to remark about 

the lack of competition found in the culture. They pointed 

to techniques used by villagers for leadership that were 



grounded in a cooperative spirit. Influence and sharing 

knowledge was seen as the prevailing method as opposed to 

overt uses of power. The Romneys also brought out the basic 

equality between the sexes and the lack of severe punishment 

of children. Children were depicted as gradually gaining in 

responsibility in the family and parental expectations for 

their task fulfillment was discussed. Their description of 

personality sounded familiarly like that offered by Redfield 

in his early study. Tolerance as a value was also observed 

as with the Bushnell study. 

The Whitings (197 5) explored the effect of learning 

environments upon the social behavior of children. Research" 

was begun in 1954 in which child behavior in six countries 

(Kenya, Mexico, Okinawa, Philippines, India and the United 

States) was compared using 12 categories, including nurtur-

ance, dependence, sociability, dominance and aggression. 

The original intent of the study was to fairly sam

ple the children of each culture and the types of activities 

in which they engaged. This became an impractical plan be

cause of the diversity between cultures and because of the 

varied interests of the six sets of researchers. However, 

a uniform coding system was developed (Morrison, 1976). 

Child behavior, in social settings, was observed for 

five minute segments over a period of months (minimum of 14 

times) in each of the cultures. They found that all behav

iors were exhibited in some degree in all of the six 
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cultures, although the styles used were different. A 

limited number of categories was enough to describe the 

social behavior of all the children in the study. Two di

mensions were delineated from the 12 categories and were 

described in this book. 

The first dimension, Nurturant-Responsible vs 

Dependent-Dominant, included such categories as "offers 

help, offers support, suggests responsibly, seeks help, 

seeks attention, seeks dominance." The second dimension, 

Sociable-Intimate vs Authoritarian-Aggressive, included cat

egories of "acts sociable, touches, reprimands, assaults." 

The Mexican group, the Mixtecs, had a positive score 

on both dimension, meaning that they were high in 

Nurturant-Responsible and Sociable-Intimate when compared to 

other groups. 

All of the groups that scored high on Nurturant-

Responsible had the following characteristics: 

1. A relatively simple socioeconomic system, 

2. A localized kin-based political structure, 

3. No caste or class system, 

4. Women who served as important contributors to the 

subsistence base, having a heavy and responsible 

work load, 

5. Children who were expected to help parents by doing 

chores and caring for younger siblings. 
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Groups that scored high in Sociable-Intimate had the 

following characteristics: 

1. A domestic structure based on the nuclear family, 

2. Flexible residence rules, 

3. The husband and wife ate and slept together, 

4. Husbands helped with the children and seldom phy

sically assulted their wives. 

The Whitings made the following point: 

It is not surprising that the social behavior of 
children of each culture type was compatible with 
adult role requirements for that culture. Offer
ing help and support is required of adults living 
in simpler societies (those investigated in the 
study) where the meeting of kin-based obligations 
and reciprocity with neighbors are essential. 
Boasting and egoistic dominance are out of place 
(p. 178). 

The authors pointed out the intrinsic rewards that 

came from the performance of tasks by children. Feelings of 

competence, as well as identification with parents were out

comes. After having been assigned a task, children were 

motivated to imitate the behavior of those who were compe

tent. Their skills came from observation more than from 

actual instruction. 

The performance of economic tasks and domestic 
chores that contribute to the family welfare are. . . 
intrinsically rewarding. A child does not have to 
be praised to experience pleasure from building a 
fire, cooking a meal, taking the cattle to pasture 
. . . (p. 180). 

The Whitings concluded with the notion that the role 

of the child in the family as far as task assignment 



36 

(responsibility) had a more profound effect of a child's 

social behavior than any manipulation of reinforcement 

schedules by parents. 

In another article the Whitings (197 3) discussed the 

dimension of Altruistic vs Egoistic behavior. The Mixtec 

children scored above the median (73%) on the altruistic 

end. They hypothesized that high scores in altruism corre

lated with the following child behaviors: 

1. Performance or more domestic chores, 

2. More help given with economic tasks, 

3. More time spent caring for younger siblings. 

Their hypotheses were supported and in addition they found 

an almost perfect correlation between chore performance and 

altruism. 

Cultures with small, nuclear families fostered ego

ism and provided fewer opportunities for children to prac

tice altruistic behavior by caring for younger children. 

In cultures where women had a large responsibility for the 

economic life of the household, they modeled the tasks that 

their children performed and needed and expected them to 

help with the housework, gardening and herding. 

The role of women was seen to be an important factor 

in the ways children are influenced by their environment. 

A basic equality between the sexes and within the society at 

large contribute toward nurturant, responsible and sociable 

children. Especially important was the point made about the 
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intrinsic reward felt when doing work that contributed to 

the welfare of the family group. 

The Six-Cultures project was an attempt to gather 

specific behavioral data about children in various cultural 

settings and relate the range of behaviors found to norma

tive data. While this project represented a move away from 

broad generalizations (as found in earlier literature) the 

study has been criticized for a lack of integration of data 

with statements about child-rearing (Mead, 1964), for a lack 

of specific hypothesis and instructions which gave the sep

arate investigators license to pursue their own interests 

(Swanson, 1964), and a lack of use of control groups for 

comparison (Morrison, 1976). 

Psychology 

The field of psychology offers several pertinent 

studies about the degree of cooperation and competition 

found in rural Mexican children and the nature of mother-

child interactions. 

Kagan (1974) and Madsen (1971) conducted a series of 

studies of cooperation and competition comparing children 

from a small village (800 population) in the northern sec

tion of the Baja, Mexico and children sampled from a school 

and two day care centers in a low-income area of Los Angeles « 

California. 
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The findings are presented below. Differences re

ported here are those that were found to be statistically 

significant. 

Madsen (1967) found that children from the rural 

setting in Mexico were more cooperative than their urban 

American counterparts when assessed under the conditions of 

simple altruism, work output, solution of a problem in which 

competition maximized individual reward. 

Madsen compared the same rural Mexican children and 

urban American children through the use of a game that re

quired cooperation for reward attainment. Mexican children 

showed a higher level of cooperation than American children, 

who showed increased non-adaptive competition with age. 

Kagan and Madsen (197 2) analyzed cooperative and 

competitive behavior of the same two groups in yet another 

study. They found that American children remained in con

flict with other children to an irrational extent while 

Mexican children responded in submission to an irrational 

extent, in terms of self interest. 

Madsen and Kagan (197 3) found that in situations in 

which mothers controlled the rewards given to children for 

success or failure, Mexican mothers of this group gave more 

rewards for failure than did American mothers and lowered 

their goals more often. The researchers reported that the 

Mexican mothers seemed to be reacting to their children's 

feelings. 
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Kagan (1974) found these rural Mexican children to 

be more passive and compliant than urban American children 

in the study. The Mexican children were more field-

dependent and conforming in situations traditionally used to 

measure those variables. He stated that the differences 

could be attributed to differences in susceptibility to in

fluence by environmental pressure or to a cultural differ

ence in the need for achievement. 

Kagan and Ender (197 5) found that rural mothers from 

Mexico gave almost as much reward for failure as for suc

cess. They reported that this was consistent with their 

tendency to be non-punitive and positively reinforcing. 

That Mexican mothers were less punitive and more 
positively reinforcing may explain the tendency 
of children less often to work to lower the out
come of a peer. It may be that children copy from 
their parents an accepting and reinforcing atti
tude toward others which leads them to be less 
competitive and rivalrous (p. 456). 

In these studies, rural Mexican children were por

trayed as supportive of and cooperative toward their peers. 

American children in the sample were found to work to keep 

a peer from getting a reward. This finding underscores the 

detrimental effects of competition on the development of the 

social life of some youngsters in this country. 

The later anthropological literature reviewed here, 

as well as this psychological literature, were in agreement 

about the cooperative nature of rural Mexican children. 



HO 

Parents were reported to model equality, kindness, respect 

and acceptance toward their children. More importantly they 

provided opportunities for their children to belong in the 

family group in constructive ways and were able to expect 

and allow this situation because of the subsistence level of 

their economy. 

Data gathered in this study reinforces the litera

ture discussed thus far and adds a new dimension of theoret

ical explanation for understanding how cooperation is 

instilled and competition minimized. 



CHAPTER 3 

RESEARCH DESIGN 

The design of the study is presented in this chap

ter. A general discussion of Zapotec culture is followed by 

reviews of two ethnographies of specific Zapotec communi

ties. Tavehua, the village researched for this study is 

then described. Sections concerning the actual design of 

the study and the analysis of the data complete the chapter. 

The People 

General information about Zapotec Indians is avail

able in the Handbook of Middle American Indians (196 9) in 

two separate sections. The first section, by Ralph Beals, 

is entitled "Southern Mexican Highlands and Adjacent Coastal 

Regions." The second section is entitled "Zapotecs" and is 

written by Laura Nader. 

There were some 250,000 Zapotec Indians in the State 

of Oaxaca, Mexico, at the time the handbook mentioned above 

was published. They can be divided into three different 

groups according to the area in which each lives: the moun

tain (sierra) group, the valley group and the people of the 

isthmus. They are characteristically village-dwelling, pea

sant farmers who form relatively closed corporate groups. 

41 
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The Zapotecs have a high degree of handicraft spe

cialization and participate in an extensive market and trade 

network which extends far beyond their language area. They 

are commercially minded people who are interested in trade 

and most of them are, in addition, subsistence farmers. 

They support themselves on the food they raise, the excess 

produce that they sell themselves and small regional indus

tries . 

The village of Tavehua is located in the sierra 

region. Both authors point out that Spanish influence has 

been minimal there, due to the remoteness of the area. In 

fact, the process of contact with Spanish culture that began 

in the 16th century, is still continuing today. The least 

acculturated and the greatest number of monolingual Zapotecs 

are people of the sierra region. 

Most villages are endogamous in their marriage cus

toms, marrying usually within the village. The people are 

monogamous although they may marry serially during a life 

span. The composition of the family varies and no individ

ual passes through life without living in both a nuclear and 

extended type family situation. The nuclear family, how

ever, is the ideal and maintains its own cooking quarters 

even when located within an extended family. 

Nader (1969) reports that mother-child ties are 

strong and continuous. Infants are always in the hands of 

the mother or some other family member. Growing up for a 
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Zapotec child is a period of acquiring increasing family re

sponsibilities. Play activity is usually between siblings 

or cousins and often includes imitation of adult work. 

Research among the Zapotecs has been done in bits 

and spurts, according to Nader. There has been no planned 

regional research, however, a few ethnographers have spent 

sustained time in particular communities. No child-rearing 

studies have been conducted on any Zapotec group. 

Two studies took place in Zapotec communities in the 

197O's, after this handbook was published. They offer con

trasting views of Zapotec life and are presented below. 

Ixtepej i 

Ixtepeji is the village researched by Kearney in The 

Winds of Ixtepeji: World View and Society in a Zapotec Town 

(1972). This village is located in the sierra region ap

proximately 5 0 miles from Tavehua. 

As the title implies, the author was primarily in

terested in the world-view of the people and presented a 

rather negative picture of the culture. He stated in the 

introduction that he "focused on the more pathological as

pects of their life" (p. x) and again in the conclusion that 

"it could have been possible. . .to have given more atten

tion to the more amicable sides of Ixtepeji culture" (p. 

(p. 134). 
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His study included descriptions of the psychological 

life of the people, as well as information about parent-

child relationships. It is traditional in form in that no 

data is given to reinforce the descriptive material pre

sented. 

The individual, according to Kearney, saw the world 

as hostile, unpredictable and unchangeable. The people were 

suspicious of one another and believed that envy and retali

ation were the prime motives of behavior. In order to avoid 

being envied (which might bring about disease) individuals 

concealed any good fortune or wealth, and in order to avoid 

being thought of as envious, individuals tried to give the 

appearance of contentment and well-being. 

Individuals saw themselves as poorly equipped to de

fend against natural and social powers because they gener

ally believed themselves to be ignorant, weak and alone. 

People found their situations on the whole intolerable and 

adjusted to the world through four defense strategies. 

1. By representing the desire for positively valued 

aspects of life. 

2. By temporarily creating more ideal environments 

through drinking and fiestas. 

3. By disparaging themselves. 

4. By maintaining strong, individualistic orienta

tions in interpersonal relations. 
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Individuals expressed fear of internal and external 

conflict. Verbally, they wished for harmony, peace and vil

lage unity at all costs. 

Because of the repressed hostility, negative emo

tions found safe expression in the privacy of the home, with 

wives and children as objects of male anger. Alcohol was 

usually involved in incidences of wife and child abuse. 

Parents usually tolerated the common annoyances of 

children with patience but at times their limits were 

strained. Mothers punctuated their low murmuring talk with 

strings of harsh abuses, or slaps on the head. These sudden 

alternations found in mothers, from gentleness to harshness, 

acceptance to rejection and the practice of deceiving chil

dren, made for a daily experience of insecurity and unpre

dictability for children. 

Parents believed that it was necessary to start 

disciplining children well before the age of cognizance in 

order to insure proper habits. Emphasis was placed on neg

ative rather than positive conditioning. The preferred 

methods of discipline were shame, ridicule, threatened 

abandonment and physical punishment. 

Distinction between positive and negative rewards 

was not clear and depended on the mood of the adult. Since 

people tended to conceal bad moods, children were at a dis

advantage in predicting adult responses. When punished they 

typically withdrew to an inconspicuous place. 
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Kearney further stated: 

Children become aware of deception at an early age. 
The general consequence of this is that the child 
does not develop a strong sense of confidence in 
his parents; he has been taught that they are un
predictable and cannot always be relied upon to 
supply nurturance or security. As regards to his 
siblings, he comes to realize that he is in direct 
competition with them for the favors of the mother 
(p. 72). 

In addition he stated that women were for the most 

part the passive objects of overt male aggression and sex

uality. 

In summary, Kearney quoted Tannenbaum when he char

acterized Ixtepeji as a microcosm of Mexico "peculiarly 

tragic, violent and remorseless" (p. 134). 

Kearney's book is essentially a Freudian interpreta

tion of a culture, focusing on the violent and sexual sides 

of life (by his own admittance). He restates ideas found 

in earlier anthropological literature that children vie 

with their siblings for the affection of their mother, that 

competition among them is strong and that fathers wield an 

authoritarian power over their families. It would have been 

helpful to know "how many" and "how often" these negative 

behaviors or attitudes were expressed. 

San Juan Evangelista 

In ChiTias' book, The Isthmus Zapotecs: Women's 

Roles in Cultural Context (197 3) an almost completely con

tradictory description is offered of Zapotec life. The 
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village of San Juan Evangelista is located in the southern 

part of Oaxaca, approximately 150 miles from Tavehua. 

In her summary she listed the following values of 

life held by the villagers (p. 114): 

1. A belief in the essential humanity of every indi

vidual . 

2. A respect for the aged. 

3. A profound empathy for the ill, dying and unfortun

ate . 

4. An attitude of equality between the sexes. 

5. A tenderness and indulgence toward children that 

somehow manages to avoid the pitfalls of excessive 

permissiveness. 

She stressed the interdependence of the sexes and 

the complementary nature of their roles. Men were the pro

ducers and women were the processors and vendors of the 

products. This processor-vendor role was extremely impor

tant to the economic success of the household and equal to 

the role of men. She stated, "Survival requires the efforts 

of every able person in the household. No member's contri

bution is belittled or considered insignificant" (p. 112). 

Mothers and other female household members were re

sponsible for the socialization of the children during the 

early years. Although some informants stated that they were 

harsh disciplinarians, Chinas' observations did not bear 
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this out. Two beatings which occurred during her fieldwork 

were heavily criticized and were considered extreme and in

frequent. Corporal punishment of any child by either parent 

was not condoned. 

In practice the husband and wife team formed a 

strong egalitarian partnership with much of the actual bur

den of day-to-day responsibility and decision-making falling 

to the woman. 

Chinas explained the division of labor in the fol

lowing way: 

It may seem paradoxical that in a culture where 
roles are clearly delineated by sex, people are 
not overly concerned with deviations from such 
roles nor with sex as a status marker. One is 
first a human being, an individual, and only 
second and incidentally a man or a woman. Sexes 
are usually segregated, perform different tasks 
and behave differently, but none of these dif
ferences is viewed as marking essential inferior
ity of one sex to the other. Women do not do 
agricultural work, except on occasion, yet most 
of them know enough about agriculture to manage 
their land with hired help should it become nec
essary. Men usually do not do women's work, but 
it seems to be more because there are women and 
girls to do it than because of any strict aver
sion to 'doing women's work' (p. 111). 

Zapotecs did not enjoy solitude and never lived 

alone by choice. The household offered physical security 

from outside threats, as well as emotional and economic 

security for its members. 

Chinas pointed out that there was an atmosphere of 

real insecurity in the natural environment that led people 

to feel threatened by real or imagined dangers. The 
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insecurity fed back upon itself and created more and more 

protective and distrustful behaviors, until the entire sys

tem was permeated with anxiety and paranoia. Cooperation in 

ritual contexts thus became very important for reaffirming 

faith in one's fellows. 

Chinas addresses the more positive aspects of 

Zapotec life. She recognizes the essential equality of the 

sex roles and the importance of everyone's work to the wel

fare of the family. Childrearing is presented as generally 

loving in nature. Her study is similar in tone to the 

Romney study of the Mixtecan Indians. A presentation of 

data gathered through observations would have enhanced the 

ideas presented. 

It is interesting to note the differences in de

scription of these two Zapotec Indian communities, located 

relatively close together, with the studies taking place at 

about the same time. Villages are often very different from 

one another in atmosphere, and this fact may account for the 

variation. However, a more reasonable explanation is that 

the researchers chose to focus on quite different aspects of 

life in the villages. The hostility and fear are certainly 

present, as well as the equality and respect. They may be 

present in varying degrees in different communities, and 

also the researcher may be more attuned to one attitude or 

the other. Without documentation to support the impressions 
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of the authors, it is difficult to know how they derived the 

generalizations about village life. 

The Setting 

Tavehua is located in the mountainous area northwest 

of Oaxaca City. The area is called the Sierra de Juarez and 

the town is part of the Villa Alta district. The village 

sits at 5500' and has a temperate climate, lush vegetation 

and steep terrain. The economy is subsistence agriculture 

with the main crops being corn, beans and coffee. The fam

ily is the economic unit. Some families specialize in one 

of two main cottage industries, istle manufacture and 

pottery making. 

The 197 0 census for Mexico gave the population of 

Tavehua at 464 people, inhabiting a total of 96 dwellings. 

During the period of this study (summer, 197 9) the popula

tion was approximately 32 5 with 88 households. 

Other statistics of interest are provided in 

Table 1. 

Farming and commerce figures appear to have remained 

the same from the time of the census until the time of this 

study. However, there is some question about the people 

involved in industry category. Berg (1968) in his disserta

tion about the market system of the area reported that 80% 

of the families were engaged in pottery production. This 

figure seems more accurate than that reported by the census. 
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Table 1. Census Statistics for Santa Maria Tavehua (197 0) 

Category Percentage 

People involved in: 

Farming 96.4 
Industry5'8 1.8 
Commerce** 1.8 

People who are literate 7 6.5 

People who own property 96.9 

Dwellings with: 

Piped-in water 2.1 
Sewer 1.0 
Non-earthen floor 5.2 
Electricity 74.0 
Radio 34.4 

* Pottery manufacture, istle manufacture (woven products 
from maguey fiber) 

** Store owners, bakers 

It may be that the census only counted those people involved 

in industrial enterprise on a full-time basis. 

By 197 9, the general material standard of living had 

improved. More families had radios (90%+) and several 

stereo record-players were noted. The church had a new roof, 

had been freshly painted and a new basketball court had been 

built in the center of the village. The people explained 

that these improvements at the family level and the village 

level were attributable to the cash flow coming from teenage 

children working illegally in the United States. Almost 
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every family had at least one child living in Los Angeles, 

if not three or four. 

The literacy figure in the census seems rather high, 

unless children were counted. Many women still do not know 

how to read or write in Spanish. 

The Design 

This study is descriptive; the research took place 

in the natural setting. There were two parts to the design, 

structured, open-ended interviews and observations con

ducted within the homes of sampled families. 

Kerlinger (1964) stated that the structured inter

view was the best instrument available for sounding out 

people's behavior, intentions, feelings, attitudes and 

reasons for behavior. 

Brandt (197 2) described open interviews the follow

ing way: 

The basic questions and their sequence are prede
termined but the interviewer maintains the freedom 
to probe non-directively with such questions as 
"Can you say more about that?", "Why?", "I'm not 
sure I understand, could you give me an example?" 
(p. 170). 

Brandt's technique was followed in the interviewing 

for this study. The questions dealt with the concept of co

operation. For a list of the interview questions see Appen

dix B. 

The observation portion of the study took place in 

the homes of the participants. A log of all the behaviors 



exhibited by children in the families was kept for each six-

hour day of observation. Reactions of adults present to 

children's behavior were also recorded. For a sample log 

sheet see Appendix C. 

The Sample 

The first step in information-gathering was the 

creation of a map of the village, locating all the private 

and public dwellings, the families and the number of ages 

of children for each. A description of the number and types 

of families is presented in Table 2. 

Table 2. Number of Types of Families for Santa Maria 
Tavehua 

Category 
Number of 
Families 

(A) Total 88 

(B) Children present under 12 years 
of age 53 

(C) Three or less children under 12 
years of age 19 

(D) Four or more children under 12 
years of age 12 

In categories C and D, families were not included 

who had only one child at home or who had any teenagers in 

the home. The study was limited to children under the age 
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of 12, and to children who had siblings at home in an effort 

to provide some controls for the study. 

The participants in the study were not randomly 

sampled which had been the original intention. To have car

ried through such a process would have been difficult, if 

not impossible, in the time allowed for the study. The lack 

of random sampling is not felt to affect the results of the 

study to any great degree because the families in the vil

lage seemed to be a fairly homogeneous group in lifestyle 

and work and interactional patterns. Access was gained into 

the families of the study through introduction by the spon

soring family of the researcher. Cultural norms prohibited 

going up to a house and asking the adults to take part in 

the study. Relations were formal and introduction was re

quired . 

Eleven families were interviewed which represented 

3 5% of all families who fell within the parameters of the 

study (children under the age of 12, who were not "only" 

children, who did not have teenage children in the home). 

Six families were observed, three falling into category C 

and three into category D. This represented 11% of all fam

ilies with three or less children and 2 5% of all families 

with four or more children. 
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The eleven families were drawn from all -three geo

graphical areas of the village, two from the upper section, 

four from the central section and five from the lower 

section. 

The Interviews 

The interviewing process required at least two visits 

to each of the participant's homes. Social formality dic

tated that a non-task oriented visit be made first, to chat 

and set up a time for answering questions. 

As weeks passed, more families became aware of the 

study and a few actually requested that the researcher visit 

them. Two or three of the families approached did not want 

to take part in the interviewing process but were interested 

in maintaining social relations with the researcher. 

The intention of the researcher had been to inter

view mothers only. Several factors lead to a change in this 

plan: 

1. The small number of women to whom the researcher 

had access who spoke Spanish. 

2. The cultural norm, realized after the interviewing 

had begun, that husbands and wives should consult 

on important matters. 

3. Personality characteristics of individual women 

such as shyness, or feelings of inadequacy to answer 

questions. 
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Interviews were therefore conducted with the follow

ing people: 

1. Three joint interviews with husband and wife 

actively conferring about the answers. 

2. Four interviews with women only. 

3. Four interviews with men. In two of these, the 

wife was present and the man conferred with her 

in Zapotec about his answers. 

The interviews were conducted in Spanish and answers 

were translated into English by the interpreter continually 

throughout the session. This provided the researcher the 

opportunity to probe deeper or pursue topics of interest 

during the interview. 

The interviews were interesting and informative. 

The prescribed questions were asked but the participants 

were encouraged to speak freely which produced an additional 

amount of useful material. Respondents in general had an 

attitude of "teaching" about their customs. The tone of the 

interviews was educational with researcher/interpreter and 

respondent both sharing information about their own cul

tures . 

The Observations 

For the observational part of the study, six fami

lies from the 11 interviewed were selected based on their 
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willingness to be observed and on the criteria for families 

for the research. 

Each family was observed for three days, for six 

hours a day, from 8:00 a.m. until 2:00 p.m. (19 children 

were observed who ranged in age from 2 0 months to 12 years. 

Nine females and 10 males were in the sample). For a de

scription of all the families in the study, see Appendix D. 

A continuous log of daily behaviors that occurred 

within hearing range of an adult was kept. The observer was 

typically seated in a corner of the kitchen (inside) or the 

courtyard (outside) always within sight of the adult (usu

ally mother). 

The intention of the observer was to sit as unob

trusively as possible in a corner so as not to disrupt the 

natural flow of family activities. This type of non

interaction however, became tedious for the researcher and 

was puzzling to the villagers. As a result, the observer 

participated in the work activities of the family, such as 

shelling beans, or coffee, while taking notes for the log. 

These activities helped alleviate the tediousness of the 

task and in a small way contributed to the families. 

Analysis of the Data 

Responses to the interview questions were counted 

for each question and categorized by content. 



The observational data were analyzed in the follow

ing ways: 

1. Behaviors for each child were categorized as either 

cooperative or non-cooperative. These behaviors 

were counted and transposed into percentages for 

each child. 

2. The category of cooperative behavior was further 

divided into "child-socialization" behaviors and 

"general contributory" behaviors. Percentages were 

figured in these two categories for each child. 

3. Children were grouped according to percentage 

range of cooperative behaviors to demonstrate the 

number of children who fell into each range. 

4. Reactions of adults to children's misbehaviors were 

categorized and counted by family. 

5. Reactions of children to adult reactions were 

categorized and counted for each child. 

One of the plans for the study was to examine the 

effects of birth order upon child behavior. To have met the 

criteria for this type of research, families with actual 

eldest children in the home would have had to be sampled. 

There were simply not enough families who met this criteria 

to make the effort worthwhile. However, birth order as a 

factor is speculated upon in the section on misbehavior in 

Chapter 4. 
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Another plan was to compare families on the basis of 

nuclear or extended family type. As reported by Nader 

(1969) the families were found to be all essentially nu

clear. Relatives often shared courtyards and house-land 

boundaries, however, each family maintained its own kitchen. 

Therefore the nuclear-extended family type dichotomy was not 

considered in the research. 



CHAPTER 4 

THE FINDINGS 

In the proposal for this study, nine research ques

tions were delineated (see page 11). In an effort to pre

sent the data in an understandable and useful manner, each 

question will be addressed separately and in order. 

Questions 1 and 2, however, will be addressed in Chapter 5 

and Question 9 will be addressed throughout the answers to 

Questions 3 through 8. Each research question with its 

accompanying interview question(s) is presented below. 

The Questions 

Research Question #3—Does the Adlerian concept of co

operation differ from the Zapotec concept? 

Interview Question #1—How do the people here in Tavehua 

help each other? What are some normal, typical ways of 

cooperating one with the other? 

Interview Question #2—The people who live in the same 

house—how do they cooperate among themselves? Help each 

other? 

Adler generally defined a cooperative attitude a s  

one in which the individual is interested in others, in the 

welfare of the group and participates in social life, 

60 
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meeting the demands of any given situation with maturity and 

common sense. Social interest is an outcome of the individ

ual's feeling of significance and belonging within the group 

and is fostered by an atmosphere of equality of worth for all 

human beings—children, men and women alike. 

To arrive at the Zapotec view of cooperation, the 

above two questions were directed to parents. It was nec

essary to change the use of the Spanish verb cooperar for 

cooperate to such words as ayudar (help) or contribuir (con

tribute). Cooperar is used for situations in which money is 

donated and the researcher was more interested in examples 

of people working together or helping one another. Since 

money is a relatively scarce commodity, it was more impor

tant to discover how these villagers cooperated in other 

types of ways. 

Seven activities named in answer to interview ques

tion #1 which had to do with the ways the village as a whole 

cooperates are listed in Table 3. The four activities 

marked with asteriks are those that are formally organized 

by village government. The other three are informal agree

ments made between any two individuals as the need arises. 

Tekiyo was defined as "service" and as "we all lend 

our hands." It is the Zapotec name for communal labor, 

which is unpaid and obligatory of all adult males from age 

15-50 (approximately). Community projects which all people 

in the village have an interest in but not individual 
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Table 3. Cooperative Activities of Village 

Number of 
Activity Responses 

Galagetza (informal work agreement) 10 

ftTekiyo (service to the community) 6 

*Fiesta (bi-annual religious celebration) 2 

*Cargo system (obligatory community positions) 1 

ftMolina (community-owned electric corn grinder) 1 

Funerals 1 

Giving of food/clothes 1 

responsibility for—such as putting a new roof on the 

church, clearing a road or building a new governmental 

structure—are completed through the tekiyo system. Men do 

not feel particularly positive about participating in these 

projects as the work takes away from time in the fields. In 

subsistence living, this represents a rather large sacri

fice. Working in tekiyo is enforced through social sanci-

tions in that the man will be talked about and ostracized if 

he does not carry out his responsibilities. 

Putting on the fiesta twice a year is the largest 

undertaking the village makes as a whole. Months of work 

go into preparing the village for the influx of people 

from other villages. Women work late into the night, men 

participate in tekiyo, arrange for the buying and slaughter

ing of the bulls, and children learn dances and songs for 

performances. As Chinas (197 3) indicated in the 
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ethnography of a Zapotec village in the Isthmus of 

Tehuantepec, "cooperation in ritual contexts (fiestas) thus 

becomes very important as a reaffirmation in one's fellows 

and social relations in general" (p. 92). The fiesta is a 

formal way of reestablishing, twice each year, community-

wide ties in a society that is first and foremost coopera

tive at the nuclear family level. 

The cargo system is a group of community jobs that 

must be performed by someone to keep the village, running. 

Positions such as the mayor, the school authority, the 

church authority and the band members are all unpaid and 

obligatory labor. These jobs are typically shared among 

adult males (and occasionally females) who are elected by 

consensus by a ruling body of elderly men. Once again, as 

with tekiyo, no one is particularly honored to be elected to 

these positions, as they take time away from labor in the 

fields and thereby represent a great sacrifice. The eco

nomic system seems to allow and foster family-wide coopera

tion and only tolerates enough community-wide cooperation to 

keep the village functioning. 

The molina is the electric corn grinder that was 

purchased by the village as a whole with the help of monies 

from teenage children in the United States. All families 

share in the expense of its up-keep and benefit from the 

amount of work it saves. 
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It is important here to note that family members who 

are away, either in cities in Mexico or the United States, 

continue to participate in their families and in village 

life through financial contributions sent home regularly 

Many of the community improvements, the fiestas, education 

of younger siblings are a direct result of the increased 

cash flow coming in from young people who are away. 

Three types of informal cooperative arrangements 

were mentioned. The first of these and most important is 

galagetza. This term applies to relationships built on re

ciprocal work agreements for projects like the harvest, 

planting or building of houses. Two people make a verbal 

contract to help one another in the field work, one day they 

both work in one person's field and the next day in the 

other's. When houses are built the person whose home it is 

announces to other people the day when the foundation will 

be put in. Those who wish to help come and the owner 

makes a mental note of who was there. He, in turn, responds 

when any of them have similar projects. 

Funerals operate in much the same way. The head of 

the household of the deceased asks certain people to help 

him in the feeding of guests who come to the all-night wake. 

These services are returned in kind as needed. 

Women participate in galagetza but not as often as 

men. The work that women do on a daily basis allows for 

much interaction and joint laboring and such arrangements 
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between them are even more informal than work relationships 

between men. 

The giving of food and clothes was also mentioned by 

one female respondent. She had been abandoned by her hus

band when her five children wer - young and had had to rely 

on relatives and friends to a much greater degree than is 

typical in this society. Sharing of food was a fairly com

mon occurrence among people who were friends, particularly 

when something special had been prepared. In all homes that 

the researcher and interpreter entered, food was always of

fered in hospitality. Food will be mentioned again because 

of its importance—it was often at the center of relation

ships and this focus points to the all encompassing dynamics 

of day-to-day survival existence. 

Seven activities listed by respondents to Question 

#2 which had to do with the ways people cooperate within the 

family unit are listed in Table 4. These activities are 

self-explanatory. An important point however is that what

ever the enterprise, all family members have a role and work 

together to produce income/food for the unit. While women 

are the pottery manufacturers, children take part by gather

ing the clay, carrying water, handing utensils, guarding the 

pots from animals and small children, etc. Hen are usually 

involved in carrying the finished pots to market or dis

tant villages for sale. Istle manufacture involves all 
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Table 4. Cooperative Activities within the Family 

Number of 
Activity Responses 

Working in the fields 
(planing, harvesting, cleaning) 8 

Pottery production 6 

Raising/selling of animals 3 

Cooking 3 

Istle manufacture 3 

Baking 1 

Childcare 1 

family members at one point or another in the process of 

creating rope from maguey fibers. 

Zapotec culture as represented in the village of 

Tavehua appears to allow for a natural development of co

operation, as defined by Adler. Because of the subsistance-

based economy of the area, it is quite easy for individuals 

to feel they have a place of significance within the family 

group and to some extent within the community at large. 

Cooperation on the village level is a functional method of 

insuring continued survival of the group. Without coopera

tion, factional subgroups might develop which would ser

iously undermine this delicately balanced system. 
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Children perform a needed economic role in this cul

ture and are reared within a societal attitude that en

courages feelings of belonging and contribution. It is an 

economic fact that everyone's work, no matter how small, is 

valued. This point is perhaps the most crucial and powerful 

statement about this society that can be made in relation to 

the socialization of children. 

Research Question #4—In what ways do children in 

Zapotec culture cooperate and how often? 

Interview Question #3—And the children in particular, 

how do they contribute in the family? 

Interview Question —What are the tasks of your own 

children? For example, what does do? 

Three different sources of data will be used to 

address this research question. In addition to material 

elicited in the interviews, data from the observations in 

the six families will be presented, as well as incidents 

recorded informally in a field journal. These anecdotes 

were observed informally during the everyday routine of 

village life and exist apart from the more formal interviews 

and observations. 

Table 5 list the tasks performed by children as re

ported by parents. 

In answer to interview Question #4, parents noted 

what their own children did to participate in the family 

economy. Typically they expanded on the list in Table 5 



Table 5. Cooperative Activities of Children 
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Number of 
Activity Responses 

Carries wood 6 

Cares for animals 6 

Helps in istle manufacture 6 

Works in the fields 5 

Carries water 4 

Helps around the house 4 

Helps in pottery manufacture 3 

Runs errands 1 

and made the tasks more specific. For example, housework 

was broken down into tasks such as sweeping and making tor

tillas; work in the fields became picking beans or laying 

the corn to dry. 

An interesting comment was made in four of the fam

ilies which points once again to the subsistence level of 

the economy. While delineating tasks for each of their 

children individually, comments like "he only eats", "she 

eats well" or "eats a lot" were made about one or more of 

them. Such descriptions were usually applied to younger 

children who were not as yet fully involved in the work sys

tem. 

The observations of the six families, in general, 

verified the reports of the parents during interviews. 
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However, the observations greatly expanded the picture of 

children's work. Not only did children do a great many more 

tasks than listed by parents, they did these tasks more 

often than was reported. Children in some of the families 

were almost always working. In one 30 minute segment a 12 

year old girl was recorded as behaving "cooperatively" 51 

times. These behaviors included cooking, sweeping and tend

ing to a younger sibling. 

The childcare aspect of children's behaviors was the 

most overlooked in parental reports. It is the researcher's 

impression that after a child reaches two years of age, most 

of his/her care comes from older siblings. Mothers are usu-' 

ally too occupied with caring for the new baby that has come 

along. In categorizing "cooperative" behaviors, child so

cialization behaviors were separated from other work-related 

behaviors to demonstrate the important role children play in 

rearing one another. 

Another important point to be made from the observa

tions is that many children were self-starters. They were 

able to find work that needed to be done and complete tasks 

without the supervision of an adult. Children often mixed 

play and work. Since they were constantly involved in some 

task, they would sing, chat or occassionally get up and 

chase each other around the yard, and then return to their 
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work. Adults were tolerant of these behaviors. Their atti

tude is that work is "infinite" and will always be there the 

next day. 

Table 6 lists each of the 19 children in the study 

and their respective cooperative work behaviors. Actual be

haviors in column C have been transposed into percentages to 

present a more accurate accounting of cooperative activi

ties. Older children were often absent from the home during 

the observation periods because their principal tasks were 

field-related, either actually working with the crops or 

taking the animals out to graze for the day. Their number 

count of behaviors is lower than those children who stayed 

around the home; however, they were no less responsible in 

their task assignments. Percentages are given in an attempt 

to equalize these discrepancies. 

Of those children sampled the following averages 

were drawn: 

Contributory behavior 6 3% 

Child socialization behavior 20% 

Total amount of cooperative 
acts observed in 18 days 83% 

Table 7 illustrates more graphically the high degree 

of cooperative behavior found among these village children. 

It also provides a picture of how the families compared one 

with the other. 



Table 6. Cooperative Behaviors for Each Child 

A B C D E F 

Child General Total 
Total Number Socialization Contributory Cooperative 

Family/Child Age of Behavior Behaviors Behaviors Behaviors 

Family A 

Daughter 11 436 25% 74% 99% 
Son 20 mos. 188 0% 51% 51" 

Family C 

Daughter 11 95 0% 99% 99% 
Son 6 192 0% 63% 63% 

Family D 

Son 12 31 1% 59% 60% 
Daughter 8 173 23% 51% 74% 
Son 5 126 5% 25% 30% 
Daughter 30 mos. 75 3% 45% 48% 

Family F 

Son 12 64 42% 58% lOC-o 
Son 11 44 27% 71% 
Son 9 83 24% 66% 90% 
Daughter 7 174 29% 59% 8S% 
Daughter 3 76 17% 37% 54% 

Family G 

Daughter 11 144 4% 95% 99% 
Daughter 8 170 0% 99% 99% 

Family H 

Son 11 60 20% 70% 90% 
Son 9 81 31% 63% 94% 

Son 7 89 11% 66% 77% 
Daughter <1 69 13% 54% 67% 
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Table 7. Cooperative Behaviors for Each Child by Family 

Family 0-20% 30-39% 40-U9% 50-59% 60-69% 70-79% 80-89% 90-99% 100% 

A m-20mos. f-11 

C m-6 f-11 

D m-5 f-30mos. m-12 f-8 

F f-3 f-7 m-11 m-12 
m-9 

G f-11 
f-8 

H f-4 m-7 m-11 
m-8 

It is apparent from examining this chart that Family 

D differed from the others in the degrees to which the chil

dren displayed cooperative behavior. The observer was aware 

during the three days spent with this family that inci

dents of misbehavior were more numerous than in any other 

home. In reflecting upon mother's behavior, it seemed that 

she was more inconsistent than other mothers. She fussed at 

her children more and had more to fuss about at the same 

time. She would often abdicate in her efforts to get them 

to perform some task and instead do it herself. Her husband 

was absent during much of this time and this might have had 

its effect also. Children, in general, misbehave or "give 

war", as the Zapotec expression goes, more often around their 

mothers than their fathers. In some families however, 



misbehavior around either parent was minimal and it is in

teresting to speculate on what these families were doing 

that facilitated this high degree of cooperation. The obvi

ous characteristics were a consistency of response to the 

child when misbehavior occurred, firmness and an attitude of 

talking or reasoning with the child about his/her actions. 

As will be discussed later in this chapter, many parents 

had a value of explaining or giving counsel to children 

rather than using physical punishment with them and these 

families seemed to work together more smoothly on the whole 

than families where anger was expressed by the adults. 

This table also points to possible birth order ef

fects and, while there exists no one to one relationship, 

trends are apparent. Of the nine children falling in the 

90-100% category, five are the oldest child still present in 

the home and three more are the next oldest in the home. 

Older children do have more responsibility and, generally 

speaking, meet those responsibilities with few deviations. 

Of the seven children who fell lowest in the categories, 

four were displaced babies and one was the actual youngest. 

The term "displaced baby" applies to that child born (right 

above) the new infant. This position represents one of 

the most difficult times for any child. The difficulties 

are, in a way, heightened in this work-oriented culture. 

The child no longer occupies the indulged position of the 

baby, but at the same time is not capable of fully 



participating in the work group of his/her siblings. It is 

a time of "disquietude" for the young child and Mexican cul-

/ 
ture has recognized it and given it the name chipil. 

Zapotec parents expressed the belief that the period of 
/ 

chipil would soon pass and the child would "compose" himself 

(componer) and get on with becoming a member of the family 

group. 

Anecdotes provide a more personal demonstration of 

the cooperativeness of these children than statistics and 

charts. Four examples will be given. 

1. Girl, age 11, loaded with the entire family's 

wash went to the pool accompanied by her 2 0 

month old brother. She completed her task while 

playing and training the brother in how to wash. 

At the end she bathed him, gathered up the 

clothes, gave him a small load to carry and re

turned home. 

2. Boy, age 11, leaves early in the morning to 

gather plants for the pigs and must walk a far 

distance to the river to get them. He takes 

along his 7 year old and 3 year old sisters. 

When they return each child is carrying a load 

of plants equal to his/her ability. 

3. Boy, age 9, stands near younger sister, age 3, 

during a fireworks demonstration. He 
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automatically reaches and covers her ears 

when the noise begins. 

4. When both his parents were ill, boy, age 12, 

had complete charge of the small store the 

family owned. He waited on customers and kept 

track of supplies. In addition, he served as 

the principal caretaker-nurse for his parents. 

Research Question #5—In what ways do children misbehave 

or not cooperate and how often? 

Interview Question #5—Do occasions arise when your 

children don't cooperate? For example, do they ever neglect 

the things they have to do or disobey you? 

Interview Question #6—Could you give me some examples? 

Interview Question #7—Does it seem that one child acts 

this way more than the others? Which one? 

Table 8 provides the answers given to these ques

tions . 

Table 8. Parental Response Concerning Non-Cooperative 
Behavior of Children 

Children ever Uncooperative? Number of Responses 

Yes 

No 

Sometimes 

4 

3 

4 



When asked for examples they responded with the fol

lowing specifics: 

1. She doesn't do what supposed to do 2-3 times a week. 

2. She sometimes doesn't want to make tortillas or tend 

to the baby. 

3. He demands the breast too much. 

4. He gives me a hard time, gives war. 

5. He throws fits. 

6. He doesn't want to work. 

7. He hits another child. 

One father made the following statement: 

My children never disobey me or refuse to work. 
Sometimes they really don't want to go to the 
fields or whatever. Then they will tarry and 
hang their heads. I notice this and talk with 
them. Then I usually give them another job to 
do, like staying home and helping their mother. 
This usually takes care of it. 

Table 9 lists the percentage of behavior classified 

as non-cooperative for each child. 

As far as distinguishing one child from another in 

the area of misbehavior, only one parent was willing to make 

a choice. Even when pressed the adults seemed to be unable 

to differentiate between their children to give one or two 

the labels of "worst behaved child." This is considered an 

encouraging aspect of parenting in Adlerian terms because 

the children are all "put in one boat" and talked about as a 
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Table 9. Non-Cooperative Behaviors for Each Child 

% of Total Behaviors 
Family/Child Age that were Non-Cooperative 

Family A 

Daughter 11 1% 
Son 20 mos. 30% 

Family C 

Daughter 11 0% 
Son 6 37% 

Family D 

Son 12 40% 
Daughter 8 26% 
Son 5 70% 
Daughter 30 mos. 52% 

Family F 

Son 12 0% 
Son 11 2% 
Son 9 10% 
Daughter 7 12% 
Daughter 3 46% 

Family G 

Daughter 11 1% 
Daughter 8 1% 

Family H 

Son 11 10% 
Son 9 6% 
Son 7 2 3% 
Daughter 4 33% 



group rather than being singled out, labelled and compared 

with each other. 

Because misbehavior, or non-cooperativeness in this 

study was defined in terms of adult reaction, the next ques

tion will address the findings in this area. 

Research Question #8—In what ways do adults react to 

children's misbehavior and how often? 

Interview Question #8—What is your reaction to (give 

specific example)? 

Table 10 lists parental reports of the behaviors 

with which they respond to children's misbehavior. 

Table 10. Reported Adult Reactions to Misbehavior 

Adult Reaction Number of Responses 

Scold the child 8 

Hit the child 7 

Give in to the child 1 

In answering Interview Question #10, which had to do 

with their beliefs about why children misbehave, parents 

provided additional information about their reactions to 

children's behaviors: 

"Sometimes when Maria doesn't do her work, I say, 
•Go ahead and see who else will feed you.' The 
lesson is that one works in order to eat. Some 
families scold children all the time but never 
give them this advice." 
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"They misbehave at times. We as parents convince 
them and tell them that they must get used to 
working. If they don't get used to it early, 
when they go out to other parts of the world it 
will be hard for them They usually do what we 
tell them after this talk." 

"You have to learn to live with children. I talk 
to them and scold them. You can also hit them, 
but I hardly ever do this as it is not good. Usu
ally all I have to do is give them a sign with my 
hand and they go on and do what they're supposed 
to do." 

"You also can not hit them at any time and just 
let the hand go. To give a child a hit too young, 
it stays with them for years and it causes them to 
have no affection for the parent." 

"The children sometimes misbehave. I scold and 
sometimes I hit. I don't know if this is good 
or bad. Their work is their obligation and if 
they don't do it it reflects on me. I don't 
want them out in the road throwing stones at 
other kids." 

These responses show a sensitivity to the issue of 

corporal punishment. Parents prefer to win their children's 

cooperation through talking rather than resorting to harsh 

punishment. The lesson so often taught is a survival one— 

everybody must do their share if the group is to flourish. 

Children grow up in this modality to thinking and do not 

often err from the demands of the situation. 

During the observations, those behaviors which 

brought about negative reactions from the adults were re

corded as misbehaviors. However, a dilemma arose in this 

procedure when children behaved in ways that had previously 

brought negative reactions that for some reason the adult 

chose to ignore. The child's behavior had not changed, but 



the adult's reaction to it had. Since it is assumed that 

the child knew on some level that a particular behavior 

might bring negative attention, these types of situations 

were, counted as misbehaviors also. 

Six categories of adult reaction were discovered 

are presented in Table 11. 

Table 11. Observed Adult Reactions to Misbehavior 

Average for all 
Category Adult Reactions 

Annoyance expressed 43% 

Ignoring of child 19% 

Orders/statements given to child 15% 

Anger expressed 9% 

Distracting the child 8% 

Giving in to the child 6% 

A breakdown of adult reactive behaviors is provided 

for each family in Table 12. Actual numbers are given. In 

this instance the percentages would be misleading because a 

family could show 50% annoyance and 50% anger and have 

really only two instances of behavior. 

While the parents in the interviews named scolding 

and hitting as two typical reactions they have to their 

children's misbehavior, it is apparent that observation did 

not bear these reports out. Annoyance was the most common 
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Table 12. Adult Reactions to Misbehavior by Family 

Family Annoyance Ignoring Order/Statement Anger Distraction Giving-In Total 

A 13 7 9 1 10 11 51 

C 31 10 15 0 0 0 56 

D i»9 27 19 11 14 8 12S 

F 29 8 0 10 0 1 48 

G 1 0 1 0 0 0 2 

H 13 8 2 5 0 0 28 

reaction observed but hitting (which falls into the anger 

category) occurred infrequently. In fact, the researcher's 

impression was that parents demonstrated remarkable patience 

in dealing with openly negative behaviors in their children. 

During the 18 days of observation, hitting of a child oc-

cured only three times. Adults more often used scolding, 

ignoring or commands. It must be noted that adults were 

more tolerant and less severe in their response to younger 

children than to older ones. Older children are expected to 

have learned their role fairly well by the age of 11-12 and 

whenever they misbehaved, reaction was firm and quick. 

Younger children were more apt to be ignored or distracted. 

One informant reported that wife and child beatings 

occur less often than they did when her father was young. 

She attributed this to the fact that women and children can 

leave and go to the city to work, rather than being "stuck" 

in the village. When asked what would happen to a woman who 
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beat her children, she answered that this would never happen 

because if the woman were that angry, the children would run 

off and not come back until she had settled down! She how

ever, could not remember the last time a child or woman had 

been beaten by the husband. If it were to happen, the man 

could be called before the village authorities and be made 

to pay a fine or work. 

Four anecdotes of misbehavior or non-cooperation 

among children are given: 

1. Three year old boy was demanding food in a very 

loud voice while his mother was serving guests. 

He was talking above all conversation. Adult 

reaction was to ignore, then scold, then to 

give-in and let him have more to eat. 

2. During a long morning visit in one home, the six 

year old participated in various attention-

getting behaviors, i.e., kicking the table, blow

ing bubbles with gum, whining at mother to give 

him something to eat. The parents scolded him 

softly after each incident and the behavior 

would stop—temporarily. He soon began with a 

different kind of annoying behavior but never 

escalated into the power level. 

3. Twenty month old boy wanted the breast. Mother 

had a new baby and was in the process of weaning 

him. His mother was busy at the time but he 
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kept after her. He began to cry and she 

scolded him. She slapped him lightly on the 

face and he escalated. He started screaming 

and trembling. After a minute or so of this, 

mother sat down and let him nurse. 

4. A 30 month old girl was whining for food while 

her mother was cooking. She told the eight year 

old daughter to take her outside and entertain 

her while the meal was being prepared. The 

eight year old did so. 

Research Question #7—In what ways do children behave 

after the reaction of the mother or mother-substitute and 

how often? 

Interview Question #9—And what does the child do then? 

How does s/he react to you? 

Table 13 lists the responses to this question. 

Table 13. Reported Child Response to Adult Reactions 

Category Number of Responses 

S/he does what supposed to 7 

S/he cries 3 

During the observations, children's reactions were 

found to generally fall in one of two categories: they 

either stopped the misbehavior; or they escalated the 



misbehavior. If escalation occurred, the adult usually got 

angry at the child and this stopped it or gave in to the 

child. The trend was that younger children maintained or 

escalated misbehavior more often than older ones. This phe

nomenon is tolerated in younger children because "they have 

not learned yet." Of the oldest children in the families, 

only two ever escalated misbehavior and this occurred one 

time each. Table 14 provides a breakdown of children by 

family and the categories of reaction for each child. 

During the observation period it was obvious to the 

researcher that the children in family D were exhibit

ing non-cooperative behaviors to a much higher degree than 

children in the other five families. Speculation can be 

made as to the reasons for this situation. Mother was ob

served to be less consistent in her reactions to misbehav

iors. In addition, when the children escalated their mis

behavior (more frequently than in the other families), she 

often gave in to their demands or refusals, exhibiting an 

attitude of resignation and did the task herself. Inference 

can be made that her responsive behavior had taught the 

children that there were usually no consequences for non

compliance . 

This mother seemed "permissive" and the children 

"pampered" (in Adlerian terms) when compared with the other 

mothers. This variation may in part be due to the rela

tively greater amount of years separating these siblings 
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Table 14. Observed Child Response to Adult Reactions 

Family/ChiId Age 
Stopped the 
Misbehavior 

Escalated the 
Misbehavior 

Family A 

Daughter 
Son 

11 
20 mos. 

3 
18 

0 
13 

Family C 

Daughter 
Son 

11 
6 

1 
-i. 

23 
0 

19 

Family D 

Son 
Daughter 
Son 
Daughter 

Family F 

Son 
Son 
Son 
Daughter 
Daughter 

Family G 

Daughter 
Daughter 

Family H 

Son 
Son 
Son 
Daughter 

12 
8 
5 

30 mos 

12 
11 
9 
7 
3 

11 
8 

11 
9 
7 
4 

2 
10 
17 
18 

0 
1 
6 

14 
13 

1 
1 

3 
4 

10 
8 

1 
9 

23 
8 

0 
0 
1 
0 
7 

0 
0 

1 
0 
4 
4 
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(four years between the two older children and three between 

the two younger). Perhaps the children were exhibiting be

haviors which were an outcome of the special treatment 

accorded youngest children in this community, which has also 

been described in Fromm and Maccoby (1970 and Romney and 

Romney (1966). Each child had maintained the "youngest" 

position longer than is typical for this society. 

Research Question #8—What are the Zapotec beliefs 

concerning the causes of misbehavior in children? 

Interview Question #10—In your opinion, what are some 

of the reasons why children at times don't do what they are 

supposed to do? 

This question was one of the most important for this 

study because of the valuable material it provided about the 

villagers' beliefs concerning child-rearing. Their ideas 

can be seen to be compatible with basic Adlerian notions 

about how best to rear children. Answers fell into 12 cate

gories presented in Table 15. 

On the following pages are answers the parents gave 

to the question, by category. Some of the quotes are appli

cable to more than one category. In these cases, assignment 

was given to the most appropriate heading. 



Table 15. Reasons for Child Misbehavior 

Category Number of Responses 

1. Parents do not teach them 
what they should know 

2. Parents spoil them 3 

3. Parents scold them too much; they 
do not know how to talk with them 3 

4. Individual reasons for each child 2 

5. The don; the temperament, talents 
of the child 2 

6. Parents are not good models 

7. Children just disobey 

8. Children get distracted from their 
work 

9. Age of child 

10. Hood of child 

11. Sex of child 

12. Heredity of child; the "blood" 

1. Parents do not teach them what they should know. 

"Children have to be stopped firmly. If this isn't 
done early, they don't learn. Parents have this 
obligation." 

"Parents give them liberty when they are small and 
later its too late. Children are like plants. They 
have to be cultivated and educated in the home. If 
a plant is crooked, you can correct it while its 
young and it will grow up flowery and full of leaves. 
You must take care of them so they will grow up to be 
proper and have respect." 
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"Only when parents explain can the child learn. 
Some kids are born lazy so the parents must edu
cate and little by little they compose themselves. 
If they are trained when young to work, then they 
will know later." 

"If you don't educate them, they don't realize 
they have to work. They must learn this early or 
they are lost. They should be educated by the 
time they are 12. Up until that time they have 
their eyes closed but after that they wake up and 
become a man or a woman." 

2. Parents spoil them. 

"Children don't do what they are supposed to be
cause the parents spoil them. When they don't do 
their work, they don't say anything to them so the 
children don't learn anything. If they are spoiled 
when young, when they are older they answer back 
and its too late then." 

"Many times the parents spoil the children and they 
get used to it. Later its too late to make them 
understand." 

"Children are like that. If we let them get away 
with things, they learn how to do that." 

3. Parents scold them too much, do not know how to talk to 
them. 

"Another reason is that they only scold them all the 
time, but do not give them counsel and advice." 

"Some people know how to talk to their children bet
ter than others, how to correct by talking." 

"It depends on how one speaks to them. You must be 
kind and firm. Parents have to look for a way to 
explain, not just because father says to do some
thing. The man below drinks a lot and the children 
answer back to him, because they feel he doesn't 
have the right to order them when he doesn't work. 
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4. Individual reasons of the child. 

"It depends on the individual as to why they mis
behave ." 

"It depends on the thinking of the child." 

5. The don—nature of the child. 

"Everyone is born with a certain don. No matter 
how hard we try at something, we will never be 
exceptional at it unless we have that don. It's 
an innate capacity of some kind. If a child is 
born with a bad nature, he might be an especially 
bad child." 

"It's their nature. A child is born bad and scold
ing or hitting on the part of the parents doesn't 
do any good." 

6. Parents are not good models. 

"Parents are examples for their children. Adults 
can be the destruction of a family. Crooked parents 
raise up crooked children." 

7. Children just disobey. 

"They just disobey." 

8. Children get distracted. 

"They get distracted from their work. Sometimes when 
we are away and they see us coming back, they rush 
around and do it quickly. This has only happened a 
couple of times." 

9. Age of child. 

"The two oldest obey me more than the little ones. 
They do not know yet." 
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10. Mood of child. 

"Sometimes they wake up in a good mood and will 
help me and sometimes in a bad mood and won't help 
me at all. That's the way kids are." 

11. Heredity of child. 

"I had two children who are rebellious. They had 
their father's blood—were rebels just like him. 
They've changed now. They react differently, al
though they will never lose his blood." 

12. Sex of the child. 

"Boys are worse than girls. They are risk-takers. 
Even in the womb, they give more war." 

Zapotecs place emphasis on the parent's role in a 

child's misbehavior. In addition they stress the importance 

of modeling and of knowing how to talk with children, as 

opposed to using punishment. These particular aspects of 

childrearing beliefs are very much in agreement with basic 

Adlerian philosophy and no doubt facilitate the cooperative 

atmosphere found in most of the families. 

There was some emphasis on the don, "blood", or 

"fate." Rather than using these beliefs to label children, 

more often they were used in a positive way to point up 

"gifts" or aptitudes individuals were born with. In general 

people were tolerant of individual differences and made no 

judgment as to their "goodness" or "badness." Children were 

encouraged to develop their potential. Children made de

cisions about careers at age 12-13 and parents usually went 



to great lengths to see that the child received the educa

tion or training needed for the particular area of interest. 

Chapter 5 will offer a summary of these findings as 

well as additional comments about the childrearing process 

in the village. 



CHAPTER 5 

SUMMARY, CONCLUSIONS, DISCUSSION 

AND RECOMMENDATIONS 

Competition is a factor in many areas of life in the 

United States. The atmosphere in many families in middle-

class U. S. is one in which siblings are compared to each 

other and encouraged to try to outdo one another. The most 

devastating problem with extreme competition is that there 

is always a "loser." Usually only one child at a time can 

be the "good" child in any family. Therefore, siblings are 

vying for positions in order to find a place of security. 

However, some families are able to promote a less competi

tive environment in which all the children can grow up feel

ing worthwhile and significant in positive ways. It is at 

great expense, individually and culturally, that many adults 

spend their lives feeling inferior, inadequate, powerless, 

alienated or hostile. Such people are the losers in a sys

tem which values only winning. 

There are societies in the world where competition 

is minimized. The values of these groups are in the direc

tion of cooperation, mutual respect, equality and non-

aggressiveness. Such a group is the focus of this study. 

92 
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Tavehua, a Zapotec Indian community in southern 

Mexico, is an example of a society that fosters all of these 

values. Children benefit from growing up in an environment 

that allows, indeed requires, their cooperation and provides 

them with a sense of belonging within the family and the 

village as a whole. 

The Whitings (197 3) made the following observation 

after completing their Six Cultures project concerning the 

dimension of Altruism vs Egoism: 

Looking to childhood where altruistic and egoistic 
behavior is learned, two characteristics of modern 
society should be noted: first, the school system 
with its emphasis on individual achievement stands 
out as a training ground for egoism; and second, a 
complex, industrial society that lacks appropriate 
tasks available to the child, by which he can mean
ingfully contribute to the welfare of the family, 
fails to provide an arena for learning altruistic 
behavior (p. 65). 

To this should be added that such a society fails to 

provide adequate training in cooperation as well. The exam

ination of other cultures and the ways in which they are 

able to instill a cooperative spirit may offer insight to 

help alleviate the dysfunctional aspects of a competitive 

world-view. 

Conclusions and Discussion 

The conclusions for this study will be presented for 

each Research Question, along with discussion concerning the 

implications of the various findings. 
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Research Question #1—Is the Adlerian model helpful in 

understanding the behavior of children in a rural Zapotec 

Indian community of Mexico? 

Anthropologists have traditionally used a Freudian 

approach in explaining behaviors in other cultures. While 

there are many useful concepts provided by psychoanalytic 

psychology, the researcher is required to make an interpre

tive "leap" from observed behavior to intrapsychic causes. 

Alfred Adler, writing at the same time as Freud, 

built a psychology based on the examination of interpersonal 

relations—behavior between people rather than dynamics 

within the individual. He saw human beings as primarily 

social and felt that behavior was purposive in nature, aimed 

at fulfilling the individual's unique belief about how best 

to find a place of security in the group. 

In Adlerian thinking, the consequences of behavior 

are more important than the behavior itself. Since behavior 

is believed to be purposive, the fieldworker has only to 

look at the reactions certain behaviors bring to understand 

an individual's motive. 

In addition, the philosophy expressed by the parents 

interviewed closely correlates with the Adlerian system of 

values. This may be because both systems are built on 

common-sense ways of looking at human behavior and both are 

positive approaches (Adlerian consiously so and Zapotec more 

unconsciously). 



Because of the practicality of the Adlerian view, 

and the similarity found with basic Zapotec thought, the 

model is seen as appropriate and useful for the study, pro

viding a different theoretical point of view for understand

ing Zapotec culture. 

Research Question #2—Was the method for gathering data 

about behavior an appropriate one? 

The interview section of the data collection was ap

propriate for the following reasons: 

1. The people often remarked that they enjoyed 

being interviewed. They took the questions ser

iously and treated the experience as an oppor

tunity to teach about their culture, of which 

they are very proud. 

2. Oral skills are highly prized and the interviews 

provided an opportunity to demonstrate their 

abilities in this area. 

The questions were re-formulated after arriving in 

the village with the help of an informant. They were made 

more appropriate to the setting. Certain verbs were changed 

and phrasing was corrected. The interview questions as a 

whole would have been enhanced with the addition of more 

"opinion" questions, like Question #10, rather than ques

tions that asked for mere description. 
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The observation portion of the study was appropriate 

also. Several limitations were involved in this type of 

design and have been discussed elsewhere. However, the 

method was profitable because it allowed for continuous 

data-gathering over several hours each day. The Whitings 

(197 5) in the Six Cultures project used only five minute 

segments (a minimum of 14 different times over several 

months) to observe children. This study offers different 

kinds of data by providing an opportunity to examine pat

terns of interaction between parent and child. 

Research Question #3—Does the Adlerian concept of co

operation differ from the Zapotec concept? 

Cooperation, according to Adler, is behavior that 

meets the demands of any given social situation. Through 

feelings of social interest, the individual moves toward 

participating positively in the group in which s/he seeks to 

find a place of significance. While altruism implies giving 

that moves in one direction only, the concept, "social in

terest", denotes a give and take between two or more indi

viduals who are equals and who are working toward some 

shared goal. The individual who develops a high degree of 

social interest moves with and toward others in meeting( 

life's tasks. 

Subsistence-based economy more naturally "requires" 

individuals or families to cooperate in order to survive. 
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In Tavehua two levels on which cooperation most generally 

occurs are the village and the family. 

Delicately-balanced interpersonal relations are reg

ulated at the village level in formal and informal ways. 

The cargo system, tekiyo, the fiestas and the ownership and 

running of the corn molina are examples of formally con

trolled cooperative endeavors. Informal activities listed 

by informants were the galagetza system, the sharing of food, 

clothes and the mutual assistance in house-building and 

funerals. 

Emphasis on cooperation however, is most evidenced 

at the family level. In order for the family unit to main

tain itself and perhaps increase its assets, everyone must 

contribute. The youngest child to the oldest grandparent 

lend their efforts to this enterprise. Field labor, house

work, cottage industries such as istle and pottery manufac

ture, are all jointly undertaken. Work is incessant. 

Fiestas provide the only break in this routine and still the 

host villagers are required to continually prepare for the 

visitors. 

Most families have teenage children working in Los 

Angeles, California, who consistently send part of their 

earnings back to their families. The amount of material 

possessions has increased over the last few years due to 

this cash flow. Even at a distance, these older children 

continue to cooperate. It is through their efforts that the 
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family's standard of living increases and that younger chil

dren are able to go to the city to be educated. 

Adler's idea of cooperation as working for the wel

fare of the group is clearly exemplified in this society. 

Survival living demands that all members participate con

structively. His phrase, "the ironclad logic of social 

living" is nowhere more obvious than in such a setting. 

Family groups must work together to survive and acquire any 

possible advantages for their members. The village has to 

avoid conflict at all cost and provide for reciprocal rela

tions among the individuals living therein. 

Research Question —In what ways do children in 

Zapotec culture cooperate and how often? 

Children learn how to do the various tasks required 

for daily living by watching their parents work. Little in 

the way of formal instruction is given and the children 

learn by imitating behaviors of their parents. They do the 

same tasks as adults but to a lesser degree. Miniature 

tools are seen (small water buckets, machetes) for the chil

dren to use in their work. 

Children's work is mixed with their play. Many 

tasks take longer than they ordinarily would because 

children are laughing, chasing and teasing each other while 

they work. Since work is a constant, parents are not in

sistent on a job being completed in a hurry. They are also 

not insistent upon the task being done perfectly. Great 
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consideration is given to individual differences in chil

dren's aptitudes. They generally allow for children to 

begin doing a particular task when the child shows an inter

est in it and are tolerant of mistakes or slowness. 

In some of the observation families, the children 

worked almost constantly. When a task was completed they 

would inform their mother ("Batch, Ma" meaning "I'm done.") 

and she would assign them something else to start on. How

ever, many children were self starters and would take up 

different tasks on their own. It was not uncommon to see 

children working at difficult tasks (chopping wood) who were 

laughing, talking and generally appearing to enjoy what they 

were doing. 

As parents discussed their childrens' roles in the 

family, they often mentioned the fact that children could 

see what needed to be done and go do it without adult super

vision. One father gave the example of his nine year old 

son. The father was late returning to the house from a 

meeting in the village center and the boy noticed that the 

chilis, which had been laid out to dry in the afternoon sun, 

were still out. Although it was his father's job to gather 

them, the boy put them away because he realized the lateness 

of the hour. No particular attention was paid the boy as he 

was only doing what the situation called for. 

Assuming that children will do the right thing if 

given the opportunity, as exemplified in this story, is a 
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powerful attitude for parents to hold. This type of expec

tation has implications for the development of children. 

They are provided with the possibility of growing up believ

ing that they are capable of handling all kinds of situa

tions, that they are able to participate in the family in an 

important way and knowing that they have the basic respect 

and trust of their elders. Reward for doing the right thing 

is unnecessary, in fact, in this situation, it might be con

sidered discouraging for a child. Rewards can be felt in

ternally by the child because it is obvious to them, at an 

early age, that whatever task they perform is a contribution 

that is valuable to their family. 

Adults expect cooperation. They model it in their 

marriages and they receive it from their children, without 

the use of authoritarian techniques. 

An interesting phenomenon appears with the sexual 

division of labor system. Each sex has specific tasks to 

do, but these sex roles are easily crossed over as the situ

ation demands. Everyone essentially learns to do all the 

necessary tasks for daily living. Therefore, when a 

situation arises in which father is needed to tend a baby, 

serve guests or shell beans, he performs these tasks without 

embarrassment. Women cross over into traditional male tasks 

in the same way. They frequently are needed to help in the 

fields at harvest and planting times. Chinas' (197 3) point 
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about the lack of status differentiation based on sex is 

reaffirmed here. 

Another phenomenon that drew some attention was the 

nurturant qualities found in Zapotec boys. Boys, age 9-

12, did a tremendous amount of childrearing of their younger 

siblings. In some families it seemed that a particular 

older boy had been given this responsibility because he 

would constantly be carrying around a baby. One nine year 

old boy was observed braiding his four year old sister's 

hair. In another example a 12 year old boy was seen escort-

ign his three year old sister through a neighbor's yard by 

resting his hand affectionately on her head. 

The formal observations of the families in the study 

produced the following statistics: the average Zapotec child 

(19 children, observed over a period of three days each) ex

hibited cooperative behaviors 83% of the time. Sixty-three 

percent of these behaviors were classified as general con

tributory activities and 2 0% were behaviors that were label

led "child socialization", that is when the child was in-

involved in caring for younger siblings. These types of 

percentages amply illustrate the important role of children 

in carrying out responsibilities for their families. 

Another type of cooperation that is included in the 

above figures is that of sharing. Children seemed to auto

matically share food or possessions with their siblings. 

The researcher was never aware of an adult prompting this 
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type of behavior. Sharing is modeled to them by adults. 

It serves a functional purpose within the society of bonding 

individuals together in reciprocal relationships. Incidents 

which illustrate this type of behavior are: 

1. A boy mixing a package of kool-aid given to him 

by his teacher and serving his siblings first 

before he took any. 

2. A girl sharing sweet-bread with her stepfather 

during market. 

3. A boy making a rocking horse for his little 

sister. 

Examples of such behavior are endless in the data, because 

these are typical modes of interacting for these children. 

Research Question #5—In what ways do children misbehave 

or not cooperate and how often? 

Zapotec children in the study over a period of three 

days averaged 17% non-cooperative types of behavior. Vari

ous behaviors brought negative reactions from the adult 

present ie., not looking out for a younger sibling, annoying 

behaviors like tapping a pencil or kicking a bucket, throw

ing temper tantrums, answering back to their parents. In 

responding to the questions in the interviews parents men

tioned talking back and throwing rocks at other children as 

"bad" behaviors. In fact, one informant stated that the 

worst behavior a child could do was to hit another child. 

Very little aggression is observed among these children, or 
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in the village as a whole. When children are being hit by 

younger siblings they will give in or remove themselves from 

that child. 

An examination of Table 8 reveals that most of the 

non-cooperative behavior occurred in children who were 

youngest or next-to-the-youngest in the family. This phe

nomenon brings two important concepts to light. 

In Adlerian terms, it is highly unusual to observe 

families in which no child has taken the position of "being 

the best at being the worst." Whenever such a situation 

occurs in this country, the absence of a "bad" child in the 

family is attributed to a lack of competition. The fact 

that misbehavior was relatively low (17%) for the average 

Zapotec child and that children who did misbehave quickly 

moved out of that pattern (after age two-three) reaffirms 

Adler's basic idea. In this cooperative system each child 

is able to find a place through constructive means. 

Four of the six youngest children listed on the 

chart are "displaced babies", a term used to refer to the 

next-to-the-youngest child (see Appendix D). These are 

the children that are being weaned, the toddlers, who are no 

longer the baby and not yet old enough to become a member of 

the sibling work group. They are caught between two roles 

and suffer the trials of having no secure place. In many 

ways they can be compared to the adolescents in the United 

States. The period represents a time of non-role. 
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In addition to the fact that there is no "place" for 

them, their misbehavior is expected and explained with the 
/ 

concept of chipil. Adults are usually permissive with chil

dren moving through this period. Their tantrums are in

dulged and the usual adult response is to give-in or dis

tract the child. Adults are comforted by the belief that 

soon these children "compose" themselves and move into a 

period of increased responsibility. 

Research Question #6—In what ways do adults react to 

children's misbehavior and how often? 

The respondents listed three ways in which they 

react to their cildren's misbehavior: scolding, hitting and 

giving-in. They were observed to react in six principle 

ways: becoming annoyed (scolding), ignoring, giving orders 

or making statements, becoming angry, distracting and 

giving-in. The most common response was annoyance. During 

the observation period, only three times was a child hit and 

these instances occurred after much provocation on the part 

of the child. 

Forty-three percent of all misbehaivors were met 

with annoyance which in the Adlerian/Dreikurs model denotes 

the attention-getting level of mistaken goals. 

Two values appeared in the responses to this ques

tion. Parents who mentioned hitting as a reaction to mis

behavior in every case questioned its "goodness." They 
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seemed aware of the possible deleterious effects of physical 

punishment. Also, offering counsel and advice were men

tioned frequently as being preferred to scolding or hitting 

children. 

Research Question #7—In what ways do children behave 

after the reaction of the adult and how often? 

Zapotec children were found to react in one of two 

ways: they either stopped whatever they were doing or they 

escalated the misbehavior. Older children escalated on only 

two occasions whereas younger ones did so quite regularly. 

Often when escalation did take place the adult reacted in 

anger which denotes the Power level in the model. Younger 

children in fact were more powerful with these behaviors 

than older ones and this stemmed from two sources: they were 

indulged in their tantrums because of their age and they did 

not feel a place in the family group in constructive ways, 

as yet. As children increase in age the expectations for 

their behavior likewise increases. Older children rarely 

escalate because there is no need to (in the Adlerian per

spective) and because the limits are established by firm and 

consistent parenting. 

Research Question #8—What are the Zapotec beliefs con

cerning the causes of misbehavior in children? 

Respondents listed 12 different reasons for child 

misbehavior. Four of the reasons (which also had the most 

responses) named the parents as causes: they do not teach 
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their children what they need to know, they spoil them, they 

scold them instead of giving them counsel and advice and 

they are not good models. The other six reasons had to do 

with the child, such as they get distracted, their age, sex, 

mood, heredity, don. These types of causes had only one-two 

responses for each. 

It is interesting to note that Zapotecs define child 

behavior in much the same way Adlerians do. They see it as 

interactive, something that occurs between the parents and 

the child. They have an understanding that what the parent 

does or does not do directly influences their children. 

Parents in the United States attending family counseling 

often want the therapist to "fix" the children but are hesi

tant when they themselves are asked to change their behavior 

in relation to the children, as if they have no part in en

couraging or discouraging certain behaviors. The Adlerian 

values of modelling, of training and of communicating to 

children the demands of the situation are all found in 

Zapotec thought. 

This finding directly corresponds to Henry Selby's 

(1974) work with the Zapotecs in the Valley of Oaxaca around 

the issue of deviance. He found that they viewed deviance 

from a sociological perspective rather than a psychological 

one. They realized the interaction between an individual's 

behavior and other individual's interpretations of the be

havior. The basic entity in Zapotec culture, according to 
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Selby, is not the indiviudal but the dyad. Their world is 

an interpersonal one, built on a multitude of reciprocal 

relationships. 

Thus, in parenting, Zapotecs see the misbehavior of 

children as having origins within the child and within the 

parent as well. They expressed their parenting behaviors as 

an obligation and are committed to seeing that their chil

dren are able to maintain themselves within the society and 

the outside world. 

This study confirms certain findings or impressions 

found in anthropological and psychological literature about 

rural Mexican families and children. Cooperative relation

ships among family members were described by Bushnell and 

Bushnell (1975), Foster (1967), Kagan and Ender (1975), 

Lewis (1951), Romney and Romney (1966). Attitudes of par

ents toward children were described as patient (Fromm and 

Maccoby, 1970), accepting and reinforcing (ChiTlas, 197 3; 

Kagan and Ender, 197 5) and tolerant, using influence 

as opposed to power (Romney and Romney, 1966). Lack of 

competition between individuals or siblings were mentioned 

by Bushnell and Bushnell (1975), Fromm and Maccoby (1970), 

Romney and Romney (1966), Whiting and Whiting (1975). 

Equality in the marriage relationship was discussed by 

Chinas (1973) and Romney and Romney (1966). A general co

operative spirit among children was mentioned by Bushnell 
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and Bushnell (1975), Madsen (1967, 1971), Madsen and Kagan 

(1973), Romney and Romney (1966), Whiting and Whiting 

(1975). This study provides additional data gathered 

through observation and interview which confirm to a 

significant degree particular findings of previous work. 

The Summary 

Three cultural values underlie Zapotec parenting 

practices. They are: 

1. Basic equality between the sexes. 

2. Value given to all work, no matter who performs it. 

3. Non-separation of generations. 

Basic sexual equality exists in spite of role dif

ferentiation. All work is valued and therefore woman's work 

is in no way considered "less than." The division of labor 

is complementary with both sexes able to cross-over and per

form tasks as situations demand. Most married couples work 

as a team with the common goal of maintaining and improving 

the situation of the family. Equality and cooperation be

tween parents is modeled for children, who learn how to be

have cooperatively by interacting with their parents and 

older siblings. 

The fact that all work is valued has tremendous im

pact upon the development of children. They have the 

opportunity to contribute in a meaningful way from the age 

of two-three. In other societies where only some members' 
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work is valued, children are deprived of knowing their 

capabilities and of being able to find a place in the family 

through contribution. 

Another asset in childrearing found in the village 

is that adult work is done in the presence of children. The 

types of tasks and knowing how to perform them are no mys

tery to the children. They grow up with daily exposure to 

the necessary jobs of the society. As they develop and 

decide to try out certain behaviors, they begin to perform 

various tasks based on the learning they received through 

observing adults at work. 

These values directly influence childrearing atti

tudes in adults. Four important attitudes are: 

1. Respect for others and for differences in children. 

Respect is shown in the form of manners (greetings, 
bowing, etc) and more basically in attitude. 
Zapotecs are able to make distinctions between 
people without judging them as "good" or "bad." 
Respect is functional in keeping the necessary 
reciprocal relations going which make the indi
vidual part of the larger community. 

As one father stated: 

"In this region, everyone is taught respect but 
not so in the city. There people are more male-
able and have no respect for each other, or for 
outsiders. My 12 year old son could get a job 
right now in the city because they know the sense 
of honor the sierra people have. They know that 
he would be incapable of stealing and would know 
how to work." 
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2. The giving of "proper" work to children. 

The idea that a parent must gauge what they ask of 
a child to the child's capabilities is an impor
tant one. They spoke of it thusly: 

"You can't give a child a task that is too big. 
You must know how to give them the appropriate 
task. It's a step by step process." 

"Work depends on the parents. It must be adequate 
to the child. The little ones carry a smaller 
share. Nobody commands us to do—we command our
selves and all finish together. When these chil
dren go to the city, they know how to work." 

Work is done at the child's pace and with a child's 
mistakes. 

There is no emphasis on perfection. The child 
takes up a task when he/she feels ready and improves 
in skill naturally with time and minimal training. 
The process of learning to be a functioning member 
of the society is by and large an encouraging one. 

A good example of this attitude is an incident ob
served between a mother and her four year old 
daughter. The mother was transferring corn from 
one basket to another. When she noticed her child 
beginning to try to help her, she backed off, 
reached for another basket for herself and provided 
space for the girl to work. The mother drew atten
tion to the child by softly pointing her actions 
out to the researcher. The child took much longer 
to complete the task, yet the mother demonstrated 
patience and enjoyment at her efforts. 

3. Training for independence. 

Independence within village boundaries is encouraged 
for all children after the age of five-six. They 
are regularly sent on errands and in this way become 
familiar with the rest of the village. 

The researcher was amazed in drawing a map of the 
village. Two 11 year olds helped in its construc
tion and were able to identify where houses were 
located, who the families were and how many chil
dren and the ages for each family. The information, 
when checked by an adult informant, was found to be 
almost totally correct. 
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Children between the ages of 6-12 often appear 
shy in situations other than in the village. 
During market day in the central village of the 
area, they typically stayed close to their par
ents. However, by the age of 12 most children 
seem to be able to handle themselves in market 
with self-confidence. At this age they are gen
erally making life-long decisions about further
ing their education, moving to the United States, 
etc. 

4. Expectation of responsibility 

Parents generally assume that children will do 
whatever is required in the area of task fulfill
ment. Beginning at age three, expectations are 
set that the child will gradually learn how to do 
various necessary jobs, at his/her own pace. 
Each year in a child's life is accompanied by in
creased responsibility. 

Parents model the kinds of behaviors they expect 
from their children. This is not done in an es
pecially conscious way but occurs as a result of 
adult work and interaction taking place within 
the purview of the child. 

Recommendat ions 

The principal recommendation of this study is that 

more studies be conducted using a similar method and theo

retical approach. Certain modifications need to be made. 

After the system is perfected, this study can be used as a 

baseline for comparing other cultures. Cooperative ratios 

could be gathered in the same way and used as benchmarks for 

comparisons between various cultures. 

Two good reasons exist for conducting this type of 

research. Traditional cultures are changing everyday. 

Changes can already be seen in Tavehua as a result of teen

agers living in the United States. Aside from material 
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improvements, more basic changes in world-view, in psycho

logical and emtional aspects of individual personality are 

bound to occur. 

The other reason for studying different cultures is 

that insight can be gained into alternative ways of ap

proaching life tasks (love, friendship and work) in the 

Adlerian sense. Although Zapotec culture differs markedly 

from United States culture in economic structure, under

standing may still be gained that will facilitate healthier 

approaches to the rearing of children. 

Adlerian family counselors have, for many years 

sought to encourage cooperative, egalitarian attitudes in 

parents and children with whom they've worked. Although 

most family systems do not allow for economic responsibility 

on the part of children, effort is made to construct situa

tions in which they can become contributory members of the 

family group. 

For example, each time a parent is asked to refrain 

from reinforcing negative behavior, recommendations are 

given to the adult to give responsibility (chores, getting 

up in the morning, eating on time) to the child according to 

what that child is able to handle. A three year old, with 

some training, can learn to prepare his/her own cereal in 

the mornings or remove dishes to the sink after meals. Par

ents are also educated to begin to expect that the child 
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will fulfill his/her obligations as opposed to the more 

typical attitude of "being certain" that he/she will not. 

Parents begin to understand their role in their 

child's behavior and are taught to manage themselves as op

posed to managing the child, a concept based on the value of 

mutual respect. In addition, parents are taught to remove 

themselves from a position of power and establish natural or 

logical consequences within the social environment that will 

effect the child as opposed to the parent making use of 

punishment. 

This last concept is similar to the natural situa

tion found in the village in which the individual learns at 

a young age the requirements of social living. An example 

in working with families in the United States might be that 

when a child dawdles in the morning and is not ready for 

school on time, the parent without becoming involved in a 

negative way, allows the social situation to impact the 

child by taking him/her to school in pajamas. The parent 

is therefore given other options than annoyance or anger 

for interacting with the child and the child is given the 

opportunity to learn from the consequences of his/her 

behavior. 

Zapotecs, in this study, provide a model for imple

menting particular attitudes and behaviors that promote a 

cooperative spirit and a strong sense of self in children. 



APPENDIX A 

THE MISTAKEN GOALS OF CHILDREN* 

Reproduced by permission from the Department of Counseling 
and Guidance, The University of Arizona, 197 9. 
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Goal of misbehavior 
and list of examples What the child is saying 

ATTENTION: 

shows-off 
bashful 
fearful 
anxious 
forgets 
charming 
cute 

I only count when I am 
being noticed or served, 
when I am at the center 
of attention 

POWER: 

argues 
contradicts 
throws temper 
tantrums 
lazy 
stubborn 
disobedient 
forgets 

I only count when I am 
the "boss", when I can 
boss you, when you can't 
boss me 

REVENGE: 

vicious 
steals 
bed-wetting 
verbal abuse 

I only count if I can 
hurt others the way that 
I feel I have been hurt. 
I can't be liked—I don't 
have the power 

ASSUMED DISABILITY: 

stupid 
inept 
hopeless 
extremely lazy 

I can't do anything right 
so I won't try to do any
thing at all. I'm no 
good 

The child's reaction 
How the adult feels to reprimand 

Annoyed, irritated 
Wants to remind, 
coax 
Delighted with the 
"good" child 

Temporarily stops 
disturbing action 
when given attention 

Provoked, angry 
Generally wants power 
Challenged, I'll make 
him do it. 

Intensifies the 
action 
Wants to win, be 
boss 

Hurt 
"How could he do this 
to me?" 

Wants to get even 
Makes self more dis
liked 

Despair No reprimand so no 
Helpless reaction. Child is 
"I give up" passive 



APPENDIX B 

INTERVIEW QUESTIONS 

116 



117 

NAME 

1. How do the people of Tavehua help each other? What are 
some normal, typical ways of cooperating one with the 
other in the town? 

2. The people who live in the same house, how do they help 
each other, cooperate among themselves? 

3. And the children in particular, how do they contribute 
to the family? 

4. What are the tasks of your children? For example what 
does do to help? 

5. Do occasions arise when your children don't cooperate? 
For example, do they ever disobey you or neglect the 
things they have to do? 

If the answer is no, go immediately to #10. If the 
answer is yes, follow with 6-10. 

6. Could you give me some examples? 

7. Does it seem to you that one child acts this way more 
than the others? Which one? 

8. What is your reaction to (give specific example)? 

9. What does the child do then? How does s/he react to 
you? 

10. In your opinion, what are some reasons why children at 
times don't do what they are supposed to do? 
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Day Page # 

Code Letter 

Time Child Behavior Adult Reaction Child Reaction 
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Family A 

Mother 
Father 

2 8  
40 

Daughter 11 
Son 20 months 
Son Born during study 

Family B 

Mother 26 
No father 

Son 11 
Son 9 
Daughter 6 
Son 4 
Son 2 

Family C* 

Mother 3 9 Son 14 (not at home) 
Father 40 Daughter 11 

Son 6 

Family D* 

Mother 39 Son 12 
Father 39 Daughter 8 

Son 5 
Daughter 2i 
Son 6 ; 

Family E 

Mother 42 Son 20 (not at home) 
Father 50 Daughter 16 (not at home) 

Son 12 
Son 4 

Family F* 

Mother 34 
Father 52 

Son 12 
Son 11 
Son 9 
Daughter 7 
Daughter 3 
Son 1 
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Family G* 

Mother 48 Son 28 (not at home) 
Father 45 Daugher 22 (not at home) 

Daughter 17 (not at home) 
Daughter 11 
Daughter 8 

Family H* 

Mother 39 
Father 42 

Daughter 14 
Son 11 
Son 9 
Son 7 
Daughter 4 
Daughter 2 

(not at home) 

months 

Family I 

Mother 42 Son 22 (not at home) 
Father 52 Son 19 (not at home) 

Son 14 (not at home) 
Daughter 7 
Son 4 

Family J 

Mother 42 Daughter 20 (not at home) 
No father Son 19 (not at home) 

Son 17 (not at home) 
Daughter 15 (not at home) 
Son 12 
Daughter 7 

Family K 

Mother 48 
Father 55 

4 older children (not at home) 
Daughter 12 
Son 9 
Daughter 7 
Son 6 
Son 8 months 

(*) Families who were observed 
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