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"African research programmes should . . .  

be preferably directed towards tne 

measurement of limits of mod:fiability 

of African behaviour, and towards 

a definition  of the tnvironr'tr.cu 1 

factors that determine these limits.

Such research does not aim at ultimate 

theoretical lim its, obtainable only, 

i f  at a l l ,  by means of artificial 

laboratory experiments without relevance 

to African social development- It has 

the more realistic objective of finding 

out what can be achieved by means of 

measures that are piacticaole nou, or 

that will be so in the future. As 

such, it is socially valuable, providing 

a means whereby African potentialities 

can be more fully  realised and whereby 

group differences in well-being can 

be reduced• "

Simon Biesheuvel, 19 58,



ABSTRACT

This ttudy is concerned with the organization of 

mental ab ilities  of an African ethnic group in 

cultural transition from a rural-illiterate to an 

urbc..-literate state. It was undertaker in order to 

determine what effects literacy and urbanization have 

on: a) the structure of intelligence and b) level of 

performance on cognitive tests. Pilot 3tudi-?a were 

conducted with a view to overdetermining i number of 

cognitive ab ilities  and to selecting ^ diveii.e battery 

of reliable cognitive tests for use in the 

investigation» A scale, with which to measure 

urbanization objectively, »<as also constructed.

Samples of 199 rural aru 218 urban adult Venda males 

were tested on a battery of 16 cognitive tnsts. The 

analysis involved comparing mean levels of performance 

of the groups on these tests, comparisons o.f intellectual 

structure by a) traditional factor analytic means 

and b) -in inter-group factor analysis procedure. The 

results showed that both scholastic education and 

urbanization improve levels of performance on the 

tosts and that scholastic education, but not 

urbanization, trirgs about a change in the organization 

of mental a b ilit ie s . The results are discussed in 

terms of two theories on the differentiation of ab ilities :
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INTRODUCTION

The International Biological Programme ( I . B * P . } is 

a world-wide plan of research concerned with the biological 

basis of productivity and human welfare. Discussions 

leadings to the I . B .P .  started in 19 59 and were stimulated 

by the success of the International Geophysical Year.

A planning committee was formed in 1962, but the 

programme was not formalized until July, 1964. The 

operational programme started formally on 1st July, 1967 

and is destined to run for five years.

In order to provide an operating framework for its 

research, the I.B.P- was divided into seven sections.

In the section Human Adaptability (H .A . )  which covers 

subjects such as tolerance to heat, cold and high 

altitudes, among others, it was decided that cultural 

aspects of human adaptability should be included« The 

South African contribution to this section was of a 

multi-disciplinary kind, involving nutrition status 

surveys, psychological and sociological investigations 

as wall as studies on the physical characteristics and 

disease patterns of a population. It  was decided that 

the adult males of the Venda tribe would be studied 

from the point of view of changing from a rural peasant 

to an urban industrialized l i fe . Urbanization as a 

process of human adaptation was a logical area of 

investigation in a country like Sout^ Africa.



In order to obtain an objective measure of urbanization 

it was decided that a measuring device be constructed for 

this purposes* T.ie research which was involved in the 

construction of this device was carried out by the writer 

and is described in Chapter V I . The selection of the 

sample was a major task involving many problems. The 

writer assumed an active role in selecting the sample 

particularly that from the urban area. This involved 

conducting a demographic survey designed tc identify 

the subjects for inclusion in the sample.

The w riter ’ s interest in the influences of 

urbanization and education on cognitive abilities arose 

out of a study which he conducted in 1965 (Grant, 1965 ).

In this particular study the construction of a test 

of conceptual reasoning ability  w«.s described. In 

assessing the factors which influenced performance on 

the test the author wrote:

" It  is likely that schooling and urbanization 
encourage greater differentiation and integration 
in the organism and that it manifests itself 
in the form of a higher level of abstract 
reasoning a b ility " (p . 124 ).

It was not clear at this stage whether these factors 

influenced other cognitive abilities  no*- was it known 

whether urbanization and education influenced the structure 

of intellects The methodology to investigate these two 

important aspects of human adaptability was formulated 

during 1966. The advent of the I . B .P .  provided the 

opportunity to test certain hypotheses which had been 

formulated.
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