Piraha Motherese BENEY

Peter Gordon?, Erin Kirby!, Jean Tang! Eli Zaleznik!, Dalynah Maldonado?, Allison Orrt, Zhamilya Gazman?, Sylvie Truong?,

UNIVERSITY

Rong Cheng!, Weimin Shit, Yu Wang!, Sean Madden?, Daniel Everett 2
1Teachers College, Columbia University (pgordon@tc.edu), Bentley University

Interactions in non-Western Cultures —— _ - siade raris

1. Data Collection The videos were initially coded to estimate of overall communication « QOur preliminary analyses have confirmed that there are very
We present an analysis of adult-infant and adult-child interactions . ::)i_lmin~g was carried out by Peter G_ordon during trips to two upriver time relative to opportunities bqseline. These da_lta (iNn Figs 1 &_ 2) reveal f_ew Interactions between adults and infants in Piraha daily
between members of the Piraha tribe, a hunter-gatherer tribe __|raha V|Ilag_es led by Dan Eve_rett in 1991 and_1992. that adults spo_ke more than chlldren_, and_the Piraha commumcate_ most life. | o
located in Lowland Amazonia. Brazil. * Filmed sessions recorded on six 2-hour tapes included spontaneous frequently within their age group (child-child, adult-adult). Adult-Child  There are only 3 cases where there Is a clear communication
. L . . events -- when possible the camera was left on a tripod unattended verbal communications were vanishingly rare. The following between an adult and infant or toddler. Even in these cases,
* Adult-infant e_an_d adUIt'Ch”d. verb _aI interactions are Sparse, gnd to capture naturalistic interactions. At times Everett was speaking generalizations can also be made based on our observations of the the utterances are very short consisting of only a word or two,
ShOW no specialized progodlp_reglstgrs, face-to-face interaction with villagers, but no data were included if a non-Piraha person footage In its entirety: with little eye contact.
with shargd referenc_:e, simplified Iexmor: of grammf:-}r that have appeared to be directing activities in any way, and videos of Adult males tend to speak mostly to other adult males, and associate « Often there Is ambiguity as to whether the adults are, in fact,
charactgrlzed Wh?t s commonly called "Motherese”. numerical cognition experiments (Gordon, 2004) were not coded. mostly with adult males and older male children. addressing children or making more general comments to the
* In previous studies of cultures where adults do not appear to Adult females tend to remain in proximity with other adult females, group.
converse with their children (e.g., Pye 1983, Ochs & Scheifflin, 2. Video Analysis and Translation adolescent females and young children. » Older children engaged in some brief interactions with
1984, Heath, 1983), it Is noted that there are alternative situations  To systematically analyze adult-infant/child interactions and -Even when adult women are holding their babies, they almost never infants/toddlers, but these also constituted less than 1% of all
where language teaching occurs, such as directed repetition of behaviors of the Piraha villagers from these films, digitized videos of make eye contact. In general, Pirahd mothers hold their babies facing communication instances.
phras_es. Lieven (1994) has suggested that SQCh routines might these films were linked into the ELAN (Eudico Linguistic Annotator) out and away from them. They never engage in face-to-face
const_ltute an alternative to Motherese as ar aid In language System. Interactions (based on these data and other general observations.) - y o
learning, and speculates that all cultures might have some form of « ELAN is a video/audio analysis software system allowing the *There is very little adult conversation directed at children of all ages,
scaffolding. generation of distinct coding tiers. This allowed us to annotate each despite other physical contact through holding, grooming, or remaining » Unlike previous cross-cultural studies of sparse language input
* Reports of cultures lacking verbal interactions between adults individual’s behavioral-linguistic information within the video, as well in physical proximity with children. to infants and children, the present study attempts to quantify
and infants have tended to be based on informal observations, as Interaction patterns. Figure 1: Minutes of Talking By Age Figure 2: Minutes of Talking the lack of adult-child verbal interaction in a more objective and
: : : : : (Adults vs. Children of All Ages) (Age of Speaker x Target) : :
sometimes backed up with comments from the adult members of - Behavioral coding was carried out by the graduate student - rigorous fashion.
the community expressing the general cultural values against coauthors 450  We did not find evidence of any ritualized language teaching,
talking to children (cf. Heath). We lack any quantitative, objective  When verbal interactions appeared to occur between adults and 400 nor has such been observed. The only specialized interaction
studies of this kind that focuses on the microstructure of verbal and children or infants, Dan Everett was consulted to translate. 350 - that has been observed elsewhere is the use of “hum speech”
non-verbal interactions in everyday settings. +  Ambiguous interactions were translated by Everett, with priority 300 - 'i:l:: AT that may be soothing to infants, and possibly highlights the
» The present study attempts to provide such an analysis based on placed on verbal interactions . All other ambiguous interactions 250 e v - Child Target tonal structure of the language for them. See:
the coding of a series of videotapes that were recorded by Gordon (target unclear or initiator unclear/off camera) were removed from 0 o rarget o (https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=KYpjFObtV94)
during two trips to two Piraha villages in 1991 and 1992. The data set until such time as they could be confirmed. Ez - Ambiguous * In general, we found that there is very little verbal content that
original videos are available for data-sharing on databrary, and this N - * Is specifically addressed to infants and toddlers who are in the
presentation represents the initial results of our analysis of these 3. Coding System ) | | . 7 s LN throws of learning language. Interaction is not absolutely zero,
data. * The coding scheme that we developed included codes for: Adut Child A e of Speaker but Is extremely sparse and is unlikely to be sufficient to fulfill
= Verbal interactions Having analyzed the overall patterns of interaction, we coded the kinds of teaching roles that are attributed to “Motherese”
» Verbalizations with no target specifically for interactions for a select number of scenes that showed * The few incidents we did see involved instructions to wipe the
= Non-verbal gesturing clear participation of adults and children. In our preliminary close dirt off their nose, or a comment about an object in the
= Non-verbal behavior (e.g., holding, touching, grooming) coding of the data, we selected 11 scenes in which there were adults situation such as a wheelbarrow or a pet otter. There was no
The Piraha have been the subject of considerable interest and = Eye gaze/contact. crying, laughing, joint attention and children present that engaged in joint activities. direct face-to-face interaction, no special speech register, and
controversy in recent years concerning relations between | . Particip_ants were coded based on gender and age group: Figure 3 Percentage of Time Adults The total duration of no real fo‘c‘:used attenfion to the_ Infant in particular typical of
language and culture (Everett, 2005), language and numerical =  Adult (Female/Male) Interact With Children (of any age) by these scenes was about standard “Motherese”. In addition, when we selected scenes
cognition (Gordon, 2004) and lack of recursion in grammar = Child (Female/Male) Interaction Type 12 minutes. During that were rich in opportunities for adults to interact with infants,
(Everett, 2005). For present purposes, the relevant aspects of = |nfant/Toddler . these scenes adults and these were vanishingly rare, constituting only about 1-2% of
Piraha culture are as follows: « Since the Piraha do not count, age was estimated by the behavioral 50,005 children were in the total time.
- The Piraha are a mono-lingual hunter-gatherer society that does coders, with Gordon and Everett acting as consultants. 70.00% oroximity such that they The present results confirms that there are cultural contexts in
not integrate with mainstream Brazilian culture. There are no « After all behavioral coding has been conducted in the ELAN system, oo could interact 98% of the which Motherese is absent, and is not substituted by some
systems of writing, counting, art, education or formal social annotation statistics were exported to Microsoft Excel for analysis. . time. Of this. 48.7% of other language routines. Motherese is not necessary for
hierarchy. Gender roles are very clearly defined involving division 30.00% - — the time consisted of language learning. Piraha infants learn language largely by
of labor (e.g., men make bows and arrows, but women make the 4. Measures: Opportunity to Interact (Baseline) vs. 20.00% ; adults and children paying attention to the speech of others around them and
string for the bow, weave baskets, make clothes), there are ActuaI_Duratlons qf Interaction | | | | 1222; . = interacting either verbally mapping this to S|tu_at|ons that are _belng picked out by those
linguistic differences in phonological rules, and there are very strict * We estimated duration of opportunity to interact, defined as the time Percent of time adults ~ Percent of time adults or non-verbally. The utterances. How this occurs remains a great mystery.
moral conventions relating to touching women who are married. that two or more individuals were in close proximity. e e e anel  actual time that adults
° Composmon of groups present INn video was coded. all ages, out of opportunities to interact

* The Piraha live in small villages of 10-20 persons (adults and spent speaking to

_ o _ . - : : _ opportunities to interact _
children). These are scattered along the Maici river with a total Qctua_ll mtefr_actlon d_urag_or_\j ((;/ebrbglAaSngLrlﬁg verbal) were coded as Hpes of Interactions children of all ages was ELAN Screenshot where a
tribal population in the hundreds. Villages consist of 2-3 dwellings uration of interaction divided by ' 2.3%, and time spent young child is with an adult
which are small open huts with thatched roofs. Food is obtained soe . talking to infants or male observing a pet otter.
. . . . . . . File Edit Annotation Tier Type Search View Options Window Help . . . . . .
through hunting using bows and arrows in the jungle, and fishing in Screenshot Fiqure 4: Adult Nonverbal vs. Verba toddlers was 1.98% This elicited brief joking
the river. Sometimes the Piraha will develop a clearing near the of ELAN Attention to Infants and Toddlers by Gender (1.57% for females and comments and laughter
village and grow manioc root, which is harvested, cooked and coding used 25 00% 0.9% for males). Non- * i Il IO from the adult.
eaten. to analyze a 22 54% verbal interactions with e — e
. ~ . . 1 0 - e R S S e S R BB s e :
» The Piraha language is extremely complex with verb structures scene, 20.00% - children occurred 32% of S
that include multiple morphological positions common in where a " Female the time. '_I'he_se data can =
Indigenous languages of the Americas. Piraha o = Male be found in Figs 3 and 4. -
RS W : BN IR, 2 =y A .00% Gi th . i gy
'! T O i S .. adult iven these scenes were
e - . G IE SR IR R e ‘ }: woman is selected for further study
: : » % i - . 10.00% - i
¥ - : W 4 _hOIdmg ar_] based on the _hlgh rate of Everett, D. L. (2005). Cultural constraints on grammar and cognition in Piraha. Current Anthropology, 46, 621-646.
& Infant, while clear adult-child Gordon, P. (2004). Numerical cognition without words: Evidence from Amazonia. Science, 306, 496-499
" a male child 5.00% - interaction. we expect Heath, Shirley Brice. Ways with Words: Language, Life, and Work in Commuities and Classrooms. New York:
KT RIS RIS TR TS [CTSTETT s s . ’ Cambridge University Press, 1983.
. —— — - | — takes over O 0.95% these figures to decrease Lieven, E. V. M. (1994). Crosslinguistic and crosscultural aspects of language addressed to children. In C. Gallaway &
T T e Cooking 0.00% - . E some once fine Coding IS B. J. Richards (Eds.), Input and Interaction in Language Acquisition (pp. 56-73). Cambridge: CUP.
s D 0 o o o NONVERBAL ATTENTION: VERBAL INTERACTIONS: Pye, C. 1983. Mayan Telegraphese: Intonational Determinants of Inflectional Development in Quiche
- ‘ - ‘QL AF”SOR IEG>IF(whiII EC=C |NVB>I1 IEG>CM1;NVB>I1 (Holding) EC=IEG>CM1;NVB>I1 (Holding) dUty Nonverbal attention by Verbal interaction by Completed for a” useable Mayan, Language 59583'604
' . o o, ' .mr._1...u;chi.dj gender/opportunity to gender/Opportunity to _ e liat - AR
Left: A Piraha famlly in their home (Wlth Dan Everett) llii L = nteract by gender nteract by gender footage Schieffelin, B., & Ochs, E., (1986). Language socialization. Annual Review of Anthropology 15:163-191.
Right:: An elderly woman grooms a young child. oowns
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