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EARLY CHILDHOOD: CAPTURED BY APPEARANCES

Case Study: Early Childhood in the Nso
Care for a Nso child will be indulgent during the first two years of life, and mothers and other carers 
form a close emotional relationship with the infant and toddler.  After weaning, however, caring begins to 
focus primarily on physical care, and emotional connection is reduced. This is especially the case if the 
mother now has another child.

During early childhood, it will be with peers that an emotional connection is formed. The young 
child becomes part of a network of children, of mixed ages and both genders, around and outside the 
compound, often watched over by grandmothers.

Young children play together at being mother and father, and at activities like buying and selling, 
hunting, marriage, and traditional ceremonies. They learn from imitation, observation, and trial-and-error.

At the same time, they will help their mother with simple tasks, including carrying a younger sibling 
while their mother is working. The father’s main role is to provide discipline.

In addition, even young children become involved in some of the “fellowship organizations” that are 
an important part of the Nso community. For example, the Shunghaiy is a girl aged between 3 and 6 
who is enthroned at the side of a new Fon.  After the death of the Fon she assumes the throne until a 
new Fon is selected. She participates in state sacrifices, and has authority comparable to that of the Fon 
himself.  The Asheey ver ntoh are boys who from age 5 become custodians in the Nwerong—a political 
organization that enforces the law, arranges public works, and implements the Fon’s orders—and the 
Ngiri, which has a more ceremonial role, arranging festivals. They assume the role for 9 years, during 
which time they are not permitted contact with females (Yovsi, 2014).

Case Study: Early Childhood in the Efe
From the age of 3, young Efe children are expected to become independent and responsible. They take 
care of their own bathing, cleaning, and dressing. When they misbehave, they are reprimanded, but gently.

By 3 years of age, a young Efe child will spend most of her time with other children, rather than with 
her mother or father.   Young children are still free to wander around the camp, and can enter any of the 
huts uninvited. They will play at hunting, digging up plant roots, or preparing meals. The adults find their play 
entertaining. In camp, they spend most of their time alongside adults who they can observe working, and 
also join in. There are very few activities where adults focus exclusively on their children (see Figure 8.8); 
instead the children participate alongside adults in whatever they are doing.

Young children may go with their parents when they gather food, collect firewood, or work in the 
gardens. They will leave the camp when the women go to fetch water or cut wood, or work in the Lese 
gardens. Mothers are more likely to be accompanied on such trips by their young girl. A young boy is more 
likely to be left in the camp, under the eyes of older women or older children. However, it is sometimes  
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harder to take a young child on a foraging expedition than an infant, because they may have a hard time 
navigating forest paths and walking long distances.

Although young Efe children are not yet participating in hunting or foraging, they will prepare and 
cook food, care for younger children, and add wood to the fire. Both young girls and young boys are 
expected to help take care of infants and keep an eye on the toddlers. They carry infants, share food 
with them, and bathe and clean them. They will also be asked to run errands for adults within the camp, 
fetching a needed tool, for example.

Young Efe children are now eating solid food. This generally has low nutritional value and may contain 
parasites, and so they are often sick and some may die.

At night, a young child can choose whether to sleep with their parents, or in the hut of a friend or 
a relative. Parents may also encourage a young child to live with relatives, to foster their independence 
and responsibility.

A young Efe girl may be promised as a future marriage partner to a male relative in another band, in 
exchange for the promise of a bride in return. This practice of “bride exchange” is an important part of 
Efe culture and of the community’s mode of reproduction.
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Figure 8.8 The proportion of observed time that Efe caregivers spend in care of children at 
different ages from 4 to 17 years

Source: Ivey Henry et al. (2005)

8.2.2 Emancipation or Compliance?
Developmental science’s emphasis on individualism tends to confuse autonomy (being separate from 
other people) with agency (acting effectively). Being an independent individual is not the only way 
to have agency. We saw in Chapter 6 that Nso toddlers are able to regulate their conduct, complying 
with adult requests and prohibitions, without becoming autonomous and independent. Presumably both 
connection with other people and agency are necessary in human life, and necessary in children’s devel-
opment, and every culture must find a way to combine these two considerations. In addition, a sense of 
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