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EXAMPLES OF STUDIES OF  
CROSS-CULTURAL COGNITION...............................................................

In this section, we will review a selection of cross-cultural cognition studies. As in 
the two previous chapters, it is impossible to examine each facet of human cognition 
cross-culturally. Instead, we will examine a very small sample of studies of cognitive 
capacities and processes from a cross-cultural point of view.

CROSS-CULTURAL STUDIES OF PERCEPTION

You may recall from Chapter 3 that the term perception refers to the interpretation of 
sensory stimuli—for example, using the information from your retinal image to see 
an object against a background or recognizing the furry creature meandering toward 
you as your cat. Because our perceptions typically occur quickly and effortlessly, it 
is tempting to conclude that perception is a built-in, hard-wired consequence of the 
way our sensory systems work. However, some landmark studies from cross-cultural 
psychology have directly challenged this assumption, showing that—quite literally—
people from different cultures often “see things” quite differently. What follows are 
good illustrations of the kind of top-down processing we talked about in Chapter 3.

Picture Perception

Studies by Hudson (1960, 1967) demonstrated that people from different cultures fre-
quently do not see eye to eye. Hudson began with the intuition that Bantu workers 
in South African mines and factories seemed to have difficulty in interpreting posters 
and films. To investigate why, he presented a variety of South Africans (both Black and 
White, schooled and unschooled) with pictures such as those shown in Figure 15.1. 
Notice that all the pictures depict an elephant, an antelope, a tree, and a man holding a 
spear. The cards differ in the depth cues presented. Card 1 uses object size (objects far-
ther away are rendered smaller). Cards 2 and 3 also use superposition (nearer objects 
partially occlude farther objects). Card 4 uses all these cues and, in addition, some 
cues of linear perspective (lines that are parallel appear to meet in the distance; other 
outlines or contours are scaled to fit 
in this framework). Participants were 
asked to describe what they saw, what 
they thought the figures in the pic-
tures were doing, and which pairs of 
figures were closest to each other.

Results showed that participants 
attending school typically came to 
a three-dimensional interpretation 
of the pictures (e.g., seeing the man 
aiming the spear at the antelope 
rather than the elephant, seeing the 
elephant as far away rather than very 
small). However, nonliterate work-
ers, both Black and White, typically  
“saw” the pictures two-dimension-
ally. Hudson (1960) argued that the 
cause of perceiving pictures three- 
dimensionally is not schooling per se 
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 Figure 15.1: Stimuli from Hudson (1960).

Source: Hudson, W. (1960). Pictorial depth perception in subcultural groups in Africa. Journal of Social Psychology, 52, p. 186.


