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Alice Bee Kasalkoff
2923 W, Morse Ave.
Chicage 45, Illinois

June 16, 1964
Dr. Jerome Bfuner
Certer for Cognitive Studies
Harvard University -
Cambridge 38, Mass,
Dear Dr. Bruner:
I hore this is what you wanted and that it has not arrived too late. I

left the manuscript in your mail box at home late last night before I
went to the airport,

¥y social security number is jé 0-34- 6/5/4/ . rYlease send the
check to me care of the Laboratory of Anthropology, luseum of liew Fexico,
Santa Fe, New lexico,

I hope you hsve a good summer and that we shall see each other next year.
I enjoyed Soc Sci 8 very much.

Yours,

wasrr
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Alice Bee Kasakoff

June 15, 1964

Mathematics among the Kpelle Tribe of Iiberia
By John H. Gay

John H Gay, a teacher of nathematics gt Cuttington College, Liberia, began

his study of the Kpelle in order to find out why his students had difficulty

learning nathematics. Intensive work was carried out lest winter with the help

of Jehm X, Wealur, a Kpelle student at the College who provided linguistic data$

v.B, welmers, a teacher at the College, who also provided linguistic data;, and

D.W, Crabb, a teacher from Princeton, who collaborated with Mr. Wealar to develop

Some field methods to be used in testing hypotheses, A lergs part of the report

is devoted to mothodology and the aims of the Project; the reat of it summarizes

and brings togﬂther*°pdpera written by thesé men OR various aspests of the problem .

these are included &3 appendices, which are by far the most interesting part of

the report -~ and describes research carried out in Gbanem, a small Kpelle village,

There, psychological tests were given and sbme obsérvations made, for a few veelw,

on the place of mathematics and logic in the lives of the people.

As far as I know, no investigation has wver focused on this particular aspect

of thought and life in a non-Western culture, CBrtainly none has ever used linguistic,

psychological, anthrorological, and educational techniques to reach ite conclusions,

as this broject attempts to do. However, the report is disappointing, even taking

into account its preliminary nature, It contains many facts needed for a description

of Kpelle mathematics and logic, but, perhaps because of Gay's lack of sophisticatiom

in psychology and anthropology, the point of view is too ethnocentric and “the

basic problem ke ¢ne relation of language to thought has not been thought out,

The terms "pre-mathematical™ and"pre~logical” are used frequently to describe

the subject of the report, yet I have not been able to find an explicit definition

of them. These terms were current in an earlier generation of anthyopology but they
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and the type of evolutionary fremework they imply are now outdated., This is not to
say that Kpelle thought is not different from our own, but the use of these terms
emphasizes the negative qualities of their thought by seeing the Kpelle continually
in relation to Western mathematics agd logic. The resemrch would have been mich
?%ar more interesting if the Kpelle were looked at more from within, in their own right;
izé?%f¢l§% As it 1is, it focuses too ruch on what we have which they don't (the inclusive or, i
"2%,,‘ for example). Interesting findings are phrased nagatively and not followed up ;
‘ (for evample, the Kpelle "dislike for ctraight lines and preference for irregular
curves"”, rage 113).
Related to this somewhat ethnomentric point of view is Gay's idea of Kpelle
society as a "tribal society" which has not changed significantly in several

hundred years (page 130) and and in'which decisions are nade by tradition and

authority. I cannot believe this view is correct. There may have been few tech—

fnologlcal changes, but cdrtainly dances, magic, or religious cults must hsave come

V&«‘%

AN q\\e

,5; and gone, If so, these must be studied if one is interested in the importance of b E
f
?26 E% gyveaqonlng in the »rocess of change. Gay has discovered that tne Kpelle rely on ‘
2 % I
@ ? -» |
Q% ;>‘ tradition and authority in areas in whi h we do not; there must be other areas ]
in which problems are not solved in this way. What is a "problem" to the Kpelle g, &é%3;
WP,
and whet do they 1o about it? Thrre rust be some areas of choice, in which ?i 2 529£%é
C, "%
proofs would be required that cculd not be made "solely" on the basis of tradition /%ﬁ;

and anthority . pare 177), Just as there are many areas where we rely on tradition
ani authority as much us the Kpelle, though we ray not be so ready to admit it.

Gay suggests that comparable resesrch be carried out in the USA; this would provide s, Z§

\LQZ:Q?
&n important basis for comparison in these matters, %%Q ?’%ix
The report describes the Kpelle language in areas related to logic and 5

mathematics, but, although it attempts to come to conclusions about Kpelle thought

from it, the problem of inferring from language to thourht is not confronted
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explicity. What does it mean for "thought" if there is mo "simple" (page 138)

: to express something in Kpelle that can be expressed easily in !nglgh? The answer ¢

is not as simple as the report indicates in some places, and certainly problems in
/ﬂ this area should not be left vague and undiscussed. Psychological tests indepeadent

5 Y. W of language should be used to text the hypotheses sbout thought that have been derived

P

from the language. Most of the psychological tests givem tested space and geometiry,
however, not the inferences about,t%ogic, counting, etc., made from language. And
(W e Lt Mpminnoks -
R and lixguﬁtic data om how spatial relations are described in Kpelle is not given.
bt AN T et
& g )A% This lsck of coordination may be related to Gay's freguent divisiorn of

chapters and sections into four parts, covering the linguistie, anthropological,

psychological, and educaticnal.aspects of the research. If Kpelle thought were
described wit_hout regardmro the discipline into which the information would tech-

8 nically fall, gup; \%géﬂbe more apparent and the methods of these disciplines could
be used in a truly ccmglemntary vey to fill them. Most meseded are psychological tests
2| to support inferences mads from observation and the language. These would have to

o fit the protlem to be investigated and the non-Western situatiom. (The results of

‘o the puzzle temts that were gdministered are difficult to interpret; they cemnot
23 —
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conmpared to Western pczf:mncee since the test seems 8o Beuths:first expredssce
the subjects had with such a thing.) Bbeervations are needsd om daily life in all

/‘—7 areas so that all contexts relevant for mathematical and logical thinking are

%?))7 { known and described.

& 72 éi\ ?7%0( As it stands, the reader of this report will discover many basic facts

g@{/% A

ré a?,(”/ about Kpelle language and something about the types of mathematical processes that
4 / (t' D

qu; are most common in Kpelle life. But coordinated research using methods of the differen
é;)? . (é' disciplines, o¢®. approachimg the problem in order to find what interestgand ¢

;;«,zdél/is the Kpelle, seeing them from within is needed before more interesting and

S,i valid conclusion can be drawn.
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