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Multiple Caretaking Among
African Pygmies

Barry 8. HEWLETT
Tulane University

Tronick, Morelli, and Winn of the Ituri
Project have now published a number of pa-
pers (44 8%:96-106, 1983; 1985; Winn, Mo-
relli, and Tronick 1987, Morelli and Winn
1987} thar identify multiple caretaking as a
distingnishing feature of Efe infancy. They
found that (1} the mother was often not the
first one to nurse her infant, and that during
early infancy women other than the mother
nursed the infant; {2} four-month-old infants
spent only 40% of their time with the mother;
(3) infants were transferred frequently—38.3
times per hour on average for four-month olds;
and (4) many individuals contributed to the
infant's care: an average of 14.2 different peo-
ple cared far an infant during eight hours of
observation.

The researchers hypothesized that muleiple
caretaking functioned to meet the infant’s bi-
ological demands for fluids and energy sup-
plies as well as the cultural demands on the in-
fant to develop cooperation, sharing, and
group identification. According to the Efe
study, Efe birth weights are low—2.4 kg on
average—and that another woman nursing
the infant before the mother’s milk comes in
helps to mitigate against fluid imbalance and

(91, 1989]

provides the infant with the calories necessary
for increased heat production. The frequent
transfers increase the infant’s activity level
which, in turn, increases heat production.
Multiple caretaking also reinforces group
identification and attachment necessary for
group cooperation and sharing. Tronick, Mo-
relli, and Winn indicate that the Efe caretak-
ing data support their caretaker-child strategy
madet, where children and caretaker alike
“can be viewed as employing strategies that
are molded by ecological factors such as low
temperature of the forest, the small size of the
infants, cultural values including the impor-
tance of group identification” (p. 104). They
reject hypotheses that suggest human caretak-
ing practices are biologically hased (e.g.,
where mother provides rather continuous care
and contact—called the CCC model), and
that Efe multiple caretaking is an example of
biological variation around this prototypical
form.

To test the udility of the Tronick, Winn, and
Morelli model, comparative data on the Aka
Pygmies of the Central African Republic are
considered (see Hewlete [1987a, 1987b] for
descriptions of observational and interview
data on Aka infants). According to the care-
taker-child strategy model, Aka Pygmies
should have at least as much multiple infant
caretaking as Efe because (1) Aka have as
many or more opportunities for multiple care-
taking, since men, women, and children are
tagether on the net hunt (Efe women do not
hunt and Efe men how-and-arrow hunt in
small groups); (2} Aka infants need to develop
skills to interact with many individuals on a
fairly regular basis; (3) Aka ideology empha-
sizes cooperation, mutual support, and gre-
gariousness; and {4} Aka newborns are
“small” (2.7 kg) and the mean forest temper-
atures in the Aka forest are just as “‘cool™ as
the Ituri Forest of the Efe (Bahucher 1982).
The following Aka-Efe comparisons on mul-
tiple caretaking apply only to four-month-
olds. The Efe study included three- and seven-
week-olds as well, but I have no comparable
data for those ages.

First, unlike the Efe, Aka mothers are al-
ways the first ones to nurse their infants. Sev-
enteen of eighteen mothers who were inter-
viewed within six months after giving birth in-
dicated that they were the first to nurse their
infants and that no other woman had ever
nursed their infants. A number of them said it
took a day for their milk to come in, and that
they gave their infant water until they were
able to nurse. Mothers did not give their in-
fants the early colostrum—all the mothers re-
ported expressing their first calostrum into the
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fire. The women indicated they would not let
another woman nurse their infant because an-
other woman could give the infanrt ekila
through her milk. The illness is characterized
by convulsions and is attributed to eating ta-
boo foods. The one mother who did report let-
ting another woman nurse her newborn indi-
cated that she did so because it took one week
for her milk to come in. The interview data are
consistent with the ohservational data: at no
time did a woman ather than the mother nurse
the infant. In contrast to the nursing data, Aka
mothers were never the first to touch or hold
their infants. Usually an older female in-law
cleaned the infant and took the infant to the
hut until the mother arrived {Aka women give
birth outside of the camp, while Efe usnally
give birth in the hut).

Second, consistent with the Efe data, Aka
mathers are the primary caretakers yet receive
a substantial amount of help while they are in
the village camp. Aka mothers receive mast of
their help from their husbands, while Efe
moathers receive most of their help from other
females. But as Figure 1 indicates, the context
of Aka mother caretaking dramatically infiu-
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ences her caretaker role. In the forest camp
she does more caretaking, and while out on the
net hunt the mother is essentially the sole care-
taker. All of the Efe observations were con-
ducted while the mother was in camp.

Third, again like the Efe, Aka infants are
frequently transferred in the village camp.
Four-month-old Aka infants are transferred
7.3 times per hour while in the village camp,
while Efe four-month-olds are transferred 8.3
times. But again, as Figure 2 illustrates, the
context or setting substantially influences the
transfer rate. While on the net hunt, which
lasts six or seven hours per day while in the
forest, infants are transferred only two times
per hour on average.

Fourth, somewhat like Efe, Aka were cared
for by a number of different individuals during
the observations. On average, 7.0 different in-
dividuals held the infant during all observa-
tions. This is substantially lower than the 14.2
different individuals for the Efe.

This Aka-Efe comparison suggests that in
two of the four measures, multiple caretaking
in the village camp context can be considered a
feature of Efe and Aka infancy. The compar-
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Figure 1
Percentage of time Aka and Efe infants are in contact with mother in three different con-

texts.
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Figure 2
Average number of times per hour that Aka and Efe infants are transferred to other care-

takers in three different contexts.

ative data strongly suggest the necessity to un-
wrap the culture variable, since it is clear that
there are settings within the culture that are
more conducive to multiple caretaking than
others. The comparative data also guestion
the validity of the caretaker-child strategy
model. Questions/problems with the care-
tuker-child strategy model include the follow-
ing:

1. Tronick, Winn, and Morelli suggest that
since Efe infants have relatively low birth
weights, that ““the high rate of infant transfer
increases the infant’s activity level which, in
turn, increases heat production.” If this were
s0, one would expect smaller Efe newborns to
be transferred more and spend less time with
mother. In another paper {Winn, Morelli, and
Tronick 1987) the same authors cite a strong
statistical relationship for just the opposite:
the lower the birth weight, the more time the
infant stays with mother. Also, there is no in-
dication that populations in dramatically
colder climates than that of the Efe practice a
similar level of multiple caretaking, and there
is no indication of extensive multiple caretak-
ing in ethnic populations in India, New
Guinea, and Guatemala, where newborns
have relatively low birth weights (2.3-2.6 kg)
(Meredith 1981).

2, If multiple caretaking refiects the cultural
value and need for group cooperation and

identity, one would expect Aka to have greater
multiple caretaking than Efe because the Aka
men, women, and children need to cooperate
daily on the net hunt, whereas Efe men and
women go their separate ways during the day.
In addition, why is there so much individual
variability in all of the multiple caretaking
measures? Some Efe average two transfers per
hour; others average nine or ten transfers per
hour. Will the latter infants be more coopera-
tive than the former? As in (1) above, the fac-
tors cited in the caretaker-child strategy madel
do not help us understand intracultural vari-
ability,

3. 'Kung San four-month-old infants spend
more than 60% of their time with their math-
ers, and there is no indication in the literature
that their transfer rate comes close to that of
Efe. Does this mean they are not as caopera-
tive and sharing as Efe? A subjective compar-
ison of the ethnographies of Bailey {1985) and
Peacock (1985} on the Efe with those by Lee
{1984) and others on the 'Kung San, suggests
the apposite. On the other hand, the Leider-
mans (1974} and the Monroes (1971) have de-
scribed the “polymatric” Gusii and Logoli,
and there is no indication that they are as egal-
itarian or sharing as Efe.

4. The Tronick, Winn, and Morelli model
indicates that Efe infant caretaking practices
are consistent with Efe values of group iden-
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Figure 3
Sex and age (adult and juvenile) composition of four African Pygmy populations.

tification, sharing, and cooperation, but the
researchers have not provided emic data to
support this contention. What is the Efe par-
enting ideology? How do Efe explain multiple
caretaking?

Efe multiple caretaking appears to be con-
siderably more pervasive than that of the
Aka-—FEfe women other than the mother nurse
the infant and the Efe infants have a greacer
number of different caretakers. While Tron-
ick, Winn, and Morellj are interested in iden-
tifying ecological variables that influence care-
taker-child interactions, they fail to mention
one factor that might explain the especially
pervasive multiple caretaking pattern found
among the Efe. Rather than adapting to the
need for group identification, Efe multiple
caretaking may be more of a response to
unique demographic patterns: 47% of post-
menopausal women have had either no live

births or one {Peacock 1985}, and only one-
fourth to one-third of the population is chil-
dren (Bailey and Peacock 1987). Figure 3 il-
lustrates four demographic studies of African
Pygmy populations. The Efe studies by Bailey
and Peacock (1987) and Morelli (1987) clearly
indicate that there are more adults than chil-
dren in the camp, while among the Aka and
Mbuti net hunters it is just the reverse. Table
1 identifies some of the other distinguishing
demographic features. There are simply more
Efe adults, especially women without infants,
to help out. Efe infapt mortality may be lower
because there are so many others to help cut.
Peacack (1985) indicates that women without
dependent children spend about 6% of their
time in child care {compared to 16% of time
for mothers with dependent children). This
means that nearly half of the Efe adult females
in camp are available and active in child care.
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Table 1
Demographic features of four African Pygmy populations.

Efe |2 Efe 2b Aka® Mbutid

Adult male/female ratio 110 109 80 48
Percentage adults 76.0 65.1 52.0 47.1
Percentage children 24.0 34.9 48.0 52.9

{<{15 years old)
Total fertility rate 2.6 nd 6.2 8.0

{mean number of live

births)
Infant mortality 12.0 nd 20.0 33.0
Polygyny rate (%) 3.0 nd 17.5 14.0
% of Pygmy females

marry village males 13.0 nd rare nd
Mean camp size 17.8 29.2 25.5 37.4

2From Bailey {1985).
From Morelli {1987).
“From Hewlett {1987h).
dFrom Ichikawa (1978).

In contrast, all Aka females in camp usually
have a nursing infant, and would have a diffi-
cult time helping out another woman regard-
less of the cultural values of sharing and co-
operation.

Table | also identifies another demographic
feature that probably influences Efe multiple
caretaking: the mean size of the camps utilized
for the Efe infant study {29.2) is appraxi-
mately 63% larger than maost Efe camps (Bai-
ley 1985). In a recent article that examines in-
tracultural variability in Efe infant caretaking
{Winn, Morelli, and Tronick 1987), the Tron-
ick, Winn, and Morelli team indicates that
there is a significant relationship between
camp size and transfer rate: larger camps have
a higher transfer rate. The extraordinary as-
pects of Efe multiple caretaking (i.e., females
ather than mother nursing infant and total
number of different caretakers) described by
these rescarchers may be a consequence of the
large Efe camps selected for abservation, since
there would be moare adult women without
children available to help out in the larger Efe
camps.

While the basic tenets of the caretaker-child
strategy maodel sound reasonable—infant care-
taking patterns are a result of infants and
caretakers employing strategies thar are
molded by ecological factors—the authors
omit two unique features of the physical and
social setting and reject evolutionary factors in
their articulation of the model. My major crit-
icisms are summarized below.

|. Infant caretaking practices take place
within a demographic context. Efe women
have very few children, and consequently,
adult fernales are available to help other fe-
males with infants. The relatively large size of
Efe camps selected for study also increases the
number of available adult women without in-
fants.

2. One must be cautious in making state-
ments abour the infant caretaking practices of
a population based upon behavioral observa-
tions in the camp only. Konner and Worth-
man (1980}, for instance, indicate that 'Kung
infants nurse an average of four times an hour,
and one gets the impression this happens all
day. But one must realize that all observations
were conducted in the camp, which raises the
question: Does this pattern exist when women
are out gathering? The Tronick, Winn, and
Morellidata on Efe infants have the same lim-
itation. Efe multiple caretaking does occur in
the camp, but comparative data on the Aka
questions whether or not it occurs outside af
camp while subsistence acrivity is going on.

3. Infant care patterns are influenced by bi-
ological and cultural factors, and they are not
mutually exclusive. This comparisen of Aka
and Efe multiple caretaking has indicated that
there are serious problems with the caretaker-
child strategy model, which emphasizes cul-
tural-environmental factors and rejects evo-
lutionary/biological factors {i.e., that the Efe
are an example of biological variation around
a prototypical form [the CCC model]}. While
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Efe and Aka Pygmy mothers may do less di-
rect caretaking than mothers in most human
populations, Efe and Aka mothers are still by
far the primary caretakers of their infants.
Fhis is consistent with cross-cultural patterns,
and does suggest an evolutionary constraint
on human behavior. This biological predis-
position interacts with and influences cultural
behavior and ideolagy.
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