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This work was a review article published 

in Scientific American.

Its purpose was to present and review 

the findings of a collection of cross-

cultural studies

Some studies were experiments and 

others were based on anecdotal 

evidence



The Key Questions

⚫ 1. Do people from different cultures 
perceive pictures in the same way?

⚫2. Are pictures a universal means of 
communication? (Lingua Franca)







The First Source of Evidence
- Anecdotes

⚫ 1. Robert Laws the missionary to Malawi (1890). 
He found it puzzling that natives did not seem to 
understand pictures



⚫ 2. Mrs Donald Fraser a missionary to 
Africa (1920). She recorded that an 
African woman could not grasp the 
concept of a picture of a face in profile





⚫ 3. When showing a projected film of an 
elephant to natives, they thought the 
elephant was alive and they ran away 
screaming





The Second Source of Evidence
- Experiments

⚫ William Hudson (1960) carried out 
experiments on South African Bantu and 
other South African tribes people after it 
was reported to him that these people had 
trouble interpreting depth cues







Experiment 1 
– The Hunter and Antelope

⚫ Who is the hunter aiming his spear at? 
(and other questions)

⚫ According to their answer, participants 
were classified as either 2-D or 3-D 
perceivers

⚫ The majority were 2-D perceivers 
regardless of the age or social status of 
the participants. Schoolchildren did best





Experiment 2.
-Building a Model

⚫ Subjects were shown a drawing and asked 
to make what they saw out of sticks and 
clay

⚫ 2-D perceivers built flat models

⚫ 3-D perceivers built cube type models

⚫ Most were 2-D perceivers



You will have 30 seconds to look at the 
following shape.

Try to draw what you see.

After 30 seconds you may look again for 5 
seconds

Good luck!











Experiment 3.
- The Illusory Trident

⚫ Zambian schoolchildren who had taken 
part in the ‘cube’ study were categorised 
as 2-D or 3-D perceivers

⚫ The hypothesis for this experiment was 
that the 3-D perceivers would take longer 
to copy the illusory trident



What they did

⚫ Children had to lift a flap of paper and 
copy the figure it hid. They could not draw 
until the figure was out of sight again

⚫ Each time they lifted the flap it was noted

⚫ The total time they took to draw was 
noted

⚫ 3-D perceivers did take longer to draw the 
illusory trident



The Third Source of Evidence
- Observation

⚫ It was observed that African children and adults 
usually preferred split-style drawing 

⚫ This is where all the drawing is done with a kind 
of bird’s eye view and all the features are 
showing

⚫ This style is found in children’s drawings 
worldwide





Conclusions

⚫ Different cultures perceive the same 
picture differently

⚫ Pictures cannot be used as a universal 
language 



Evaluation

⚫ This is a useful work as results are 
unexpected but

⚫ Much evidence is anecdotal and could be 
unreliable

⚫ Some materials used were unfamiliar to 
participants

⚫ An interpreter had to be used to talk with 
participants so there is possibility for error


