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learned to make in order to function most effectively in the particular ecological set-
tings in which they live. The generalization that we can derive . . . is that we learn to 
perceive in the ways that we need to perceive. In that sense, environment and culture 
shape our perceptual habits. (p. 93)

Notice that the issue being discussed has to do with perception, or how people inter-
pret their sensory information, and not sensation, which is the acquisition of informa-
tion. That is, no one claims there are cross-cultural differences in the way the visual  
(or auditory or olfactory) system works; rather, they claim that differences may reside 
in the stages of cognitive processing that follow the initial acquisition of the infor-
mation. To put it another way, the claim is made that culture affects the way people 
interpret sensory information to create meaningful interpretations of what they see.

CROSS-CULTURAL STUDIES OF MEMORY

Like perception, memory is widely regarded as a process central to almost every other 
form of cognition. Clearly, all people need a means of storing some of the information 
they encounter for possible later use. Thus, it seems reasonable to believe that mem-
ory should show many commonalities across cultures. In this section, we will examine 
some of the work on memory carried out with people of non-Western cultures.

Free Recall
Given the assumptions just stated, results from studies carried out with the Kpelle 
people of Liberia, Africa, were surprising (Cole, Gay, Glick, & Sharp, 1971). As one 
part of a long series of studies on Kpelle cognition, Cole et al. (1971) administered a 
free-recall task. They read participants a list of nouns (all having been demonstrated 
to refer to familiar objects). One set of lists (see Table 15.2) consisted of items that 
“clustered” into different categories (such as tools and articles of clothing); another 
set consisted of the same number and types of items but had no apparent clusters. 
Previous work using educated residents of the United States had shown that peo-
ple’s free-recall performance is enhanced when they are given clustered lists relative 
to nonclustered lists, especially when the items are presented in blocks, with all 
items from the same category presented together (Bousfield, 1953; Cofer, 1967).

Kpelle children (ranging in age from 6 to 14 years) and adults participated. Of the 
children, some were in school (first through fourth grades) and some were not; all 
the adults were schooled. The performance of the participants was compared with 
that of White middle-class children from southern California.

Cole and colleagues (1971) found large differences by age in their American sample, 
with older children recalling far more of the words on each list than younger children. 
Kpelle participants, however, showed only slight differences by age. Moreover, the 
schooled Kpelles did not outperform the nonschooled Kpelles by much of a margin. 
Although the clusterable lists were easier for all Kpelle and American samples, only the 
American participants displayed much clustering in their free recall. That is, regard-
less of how the items from the clusterable lists were presented, American children, 
especially those 10 years and older, were more likely to recall all the tools, then all the 
foods, and so on. The Kpelle participants, by contrast, were quite unlikely to do so.

It appeared, at first, as if the Kpelle had memory systems that worked differently than 
those of Americans. However, Cole et al. (1971) followed up this work by testing a 
number of rival hypotheses. For example, perhaps the Kpelle did not understand the 
task. Perhaps they were not very interested in the task and therefore did not try very 

 Table 15.2: Stimuli Used by Cole 
et al. (1971)

Clusterable Nonclusterable

Plate Bottle
Calabash Nickel
Pot Chicken feather
Pan Box
Cup Battery

Animal horn

Potato Stone
Onion Book
Banana Candle
Orange Cotton
Coconut Hard mat

Rope

Cutlass Nail
Hoe Cigarette
Knife Stick
File Grass
Hammer Pot

Knife

Trousers Orange
Singlet Shirt
Head tie

Shirt

Hat

Source: Cited in Cole, M., & Scribner, S. (1974). Culture 
and thought: A psychological introduction. New York: 
John Wiley. Table is on p. 127.




