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Social and Cognitive Aspects of the
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This article addresses theoretical and methodelogical probiems in the siudy of aggres-
sion in infants and toddlers. 1t is argued that the occurrence of aggressive behavior in
very young children must be considered against the background of their developing
social competence, As a resuli, evidence for the infants’ capacities to act with specific
infentions and the infants” knowledge of the other as a distinctive individuai having his
own plans and goals are reviewed. Studies of early social interactions in humans are
then examined with special emphasis on cognitive development and social cognition.
Finaily, the problem of dominance it very voung children’s groups is considered.
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iNTRODUCTION

While research on peer relations among preschoolers s burgeonning, empinical
data and theoretical work on very early human peer relations and more spectheally
on aggression is stll rere. Social interaction i young animals has been well docu-
mented. but the data arc hardly relevant to human infants’ soctal behavior because
voung animals usuaily exhibit motoric and social capacities more readily comparable
with those of human preschioolers. It s largely because of the paucity of information
that Maccoby (19801 considerad that “aggression hegins 0 be an issue only in the
third and fourth year,™ This situation can probably be best explained by two factors.

First. historically, studics of social interactions in humans have concentrated more
on preschoo! children than on infansts mostly because of the observation facilities
available in day care centers. The second factor is the difficulty of defining and
inerpreting such behaveor. As a result, this article addresses theoretical and method
ological problems in the study of aggression i infants and toddlers.
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With many authors [Feshbach, 1970 Hinde. 1974 Kagan, 1974] wo nmay defing
aggression as behavior directed towards causing physical injury w another individua
However. many have pointed out that this definition cannot be eastlv operationalzed
and requires a distinction, not alwayvs easy. between acts that acodentally lead 1o
injury and acts that are intentional. This distinction proves 1o be crucial when we
address the specilic question of aggrossion in infants,

In addition, because pure attack is rare and aggression oo usually associated wiih
clemients of withdrawal, cthologists would prefer (o speak of agonistic behavior. Scou
and Fredericson introduced the term n 1951 to reter to any activity related to fighting.
whether aggression (ie, attack. threat) or conciliation fie, fleeing or submissive
behaviory., The term agonism, although wlso loosely defined, has the advantage of
pointing to the close physiological relation hetween aggressive and subrussive behav-
wor [8cott and Fredericson, 19511, For our present concern, threat behavior s cupe-
cially relevant, for i implies intentionality. e, a distmetion between goals and means
[Piaget. 1952].

As stressed by Harding 11983, i one wanis 1o micrpret a behavior as socally
directed, the assumption must be made that an mdividual s attempting to affect
another intentionally—that s, in the case of aggression. o hurm intentonally. I
order to examine developmental changes in agonistic behavior, it is necessary (o make
inferences about whether or pot the actor 1s acting with intention. It 1s thus crucud to
differentiate the actual effects of the infant’s behavior from the mtended cifects.

Harding {19831, raises three major difficulties in studying mteractions myvolving
prefanguage infants:

L. Although nonverbal communication is well documenied in infancy there s no
conventional communication code o young children’s inmterchanges o mterpret,
although some have suggested that such a code exists [Strayer and Strayer, 1978,
Montagner, 1973}

2. The infant cannot corroborate our interpretation;

30 Tois difficult to specify criteria for the competence of infams o end 1o
communicate.

Because of these methodological difficuities, we cannot It ourselves 10 observable
effects of behavior. In other words, the ohservation of a two-vear-old ¢hild wmhing
away 4 1oy from a peer without any precautions should not immediaely lead us 1w
conclude this i an aggressive act. Presumably, for that reason Blunon Jones (1975
found that his measures of “readiness to behave aggressively ™ did not correlate with
the amount of taking.

The second problem o be raised here concerns the cognitive level of the child
when acting with aggression, ie, the capacities of the infant really o comprehend the
nature of the other and the other’s goals and plans Jeg. Bowlby, 1969]. Piaget [1952]
and Ruth Nielsen [1951] claimed that a child cannot fully understand the actual point
of view of the other. at feast at more than a very crude level. before the preschool
years. Bowiby [1969] and Ainsworth [1973] also placed the period of goal-correcied
partnership with mother at around three years of age. However, Dunn and Kendrick
119821 have recently challenged these views in observing that hefore 3 vears, ctuldren
could already anticipate and respond o the feclings of their baby siblings. Dunn and
Munn [1985] have further documented in M -month-old mfants some Instances of
»pragmatic undersianding™ of what will upset their older sibling.
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The question of whether young children have an inlention 0 hurl remains to be
discussed, According to Kagan [1974], 1f aggression is defined as behavior directed
toward causing physical injury 1o another individual, thas infers that a child cannot be
aggressive until he has some “psychic imtuition™ of injuring. Psychic intuition is very
foosely defined and we may substitute the concept of intention |[Harding, 1983].
Kagan goes on (o state that the most predomimant agonistic behaviors exhibited hy
[¥-28-month-old chuldren are pushing, striking. and seizing another’s property. in
his view, pushing without any threat occurs simply as the “desire to make an effect
upon the world. to test his own competence. ™

This last interpretation s shared by Smuth {1974] for whom “some aggressive
hehaviour did not have (such) an obvious motivation and 1nay have heen exploratory
in nature (such as pulling hair to see what happens).” Furthermore, Blurton-Jones
[1972] finds it “arguable that even though snatching things evokes crying or attack,
its motivation is not always aggressive.” For him. it may suggest a lack of response
10 these reactions. but “it need not indicate an apgressive response in the sense of a
tendency to hit or use other physical violence.”

These conclusions are corroborated somewhat by Gauthier and Jacques [1985] i a
study of the ontogenesis of dominance and affiliation in preschool children. Their
results showed that on'y 6.7% of social encounters of 6-21-month-old infants were
of an agonistic nature, whereas this proportion was 8.2% for 2-3-year-old children.
These proportions are quite small compared to 54.4% and 57.7% respectively for
affiliative behavior. However, the more striking result was that, of these very small
proportions, 9.4% was used in threat behavior for the 2- and 3-year-old group while
nonc of the time was spent in such behavior in the 6-21T-month-old group. This lust
result seems to be a fairly good indication of the lack of sntention in agonistic behavior
m very young children

The questions of the infants™ capacities to act with specific intentions and the
mifants” knowledge of the other as & distinctive individual having his own plans and
goals indicate that agonistic behavior cannot be isolated from the rest of infants’
hehavioral organizatior. However, as stated by Kalverboer [1974]. “as long as there
is no agreement about the definition und the operationalization of aggression. discus-
siom about its origins is fruitless. ™ Kalverboer goes on to state that gquestions concern-
ing the origins of aggression lead to the very roots of the child's social development
[sce also Parke and Slaby, 1983]. The occurrence of aggressive behavior in young
children must thus be considered against the background of their developing social
competenice. Parke and Slaby [1983] suggest that the precursors of the social reguala-
tion of aggressive interchanges are most likelv w be observed in the very first peer
mieractions, namely infant-infant interchanges.

We will thus turn now fo studies of social interactions and examire the few
cmpirical data on aggressive behavior to be found in the literature, laying cmphasis
an their relation to cognitive development and soctal cognition.

From an overall impression of the literature on carly peer interactions, infants can
he portrayed as basically nonaggressive {Lewis ¢t al, 19751, Several authors have
reported a low incidence of agonistic encounters. Hay and Ross [19827 observed
5.7% of the time spent in conflicts: Rubinstein and Howes [1976] only a marginal
3% Brownlee and Bakeman [198171 13 hard hittings in 20 hours of abservation; and
Vinzee [1971] and Dubon et al {1981] reported virtually none. Yet some discrepant
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resulls can be lound, Hobnbery [ 1977] and Maodry and Nekola JI939] consrdorod
50% ot wddlers” social interchanges as being “disruptive™ and Bronson [ 1975] reports.
gquite o high incidence of agonistiv encounters, though cautioring againgt interpreting
thern as hostile behavior,

However, these latter rosults should be analyzed concurrently with some ot
features of infant-peer interchanges, Hartup [1983] notes thit. on meeting, imericiiv
clements seem o emerge in g more or less invarko order: tfants ook at reach, ang
wuch cach other. Several investigators have noted that fnfast peoer cncounders olten
seemed serfous i tone, impersorudly motivated and dirccted wwards woys with Tnited
attention o peers [Maudly and Nekula, 19390 Rubinsten amnd Howes . 1976 Muelle:
and Brenner, 1977] These descriptions are consisioni with observations made on
infants” caploration of mammate ohjects [Hutt, 19701 Kavanaugh and MoCull [10831
hypothesize that wddlers, in effect. are explorng comtingencies in encounters with
peers and that they are “in the process of determining what action will get o reaction
fror g plavmaie™ (p 503

Draring the sccond vewr of Tife, infants tend 1o show more gross motor achivity i
exploration of their environment, They use more and more banging. pushing. pulling
or throwing as part of their exploratory reperiotre. Thus, some Ritmg sees i the
imeraction of children m therr second year could be inerpreted as a kind of explom
ory behavior [Smuth, 1974

Several authors have described tnfants and wddlers as initaily aware oniy of th
toy, ipnoring the presence of other children. Eekerman and Wathley 119791 uroue tha
4 person’s comtacting a toy increases ifs attractivencss. Hutt [1970] has shown that
exploratory behavior is increased by the ohject’s capacitics © give feedback v,
movement, noise, or light). An inantmate object could thus become more interesting
i manipulated by another chikl To gain aecess o play material, mfans or waddlers
are often forced to take turns with one ancther |Dumon. 19837 Thus. the somewha
accidental peer iteractions established by object comtagt generare o secial exnerience
that helps the child o develop more advanced ways of interacting with peers. This 1
supported by Mucller and colleagues [Mueller and Lucas, 1975 Mucllor and Bronaer
H975] who have argued that manipolative play with Inaniie objects is the predomi
nant activity during peer play sessions.

Recently, some investigators have challenged this view, Vandell et al [1980] found
that “socually directed behaviour (SIXB)T was the most frequent patiern ohserved o
their 6-12-month-old subjects. Becker [1977] observed that 40.8% of behavior 1o
wards a peer was stimulated by prior behavior from the peer and concluded
imfanty scom o respond 1o one another’s behavior. Finally, Hay and Ross 11982
fourd that the probability of yiwlding in toddlers” contlict s influenced by the conren
of the peer’s action preceding i According to these authors. such findings sugnes
that toddiers” actions within contlicts are not chosen randomby. Finally, Dunn and
Rendrick 9821 presented evidence of young children adjusting thely speech w an
wntant sibhing [see ulso Shaty and Gelman, 1973] Harup [1983] argues that oo
interest minfants s evident but the skills necessary for sustained social interaction
are nol. " Findings by Vandell ot al 11980 are consistont with this statement. They
observed that most infunt-peer sequences wore brict twoeunit exchanges. However,
descriptions by Dunn and Kendrick [1982] sugeest that these skills coubd be aiready
well developed e least between siblings, de, between children having a close ome
uonal relationship, However, evidence for the presence at vanious ages of the neces
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sary knowledge to be socal und therefore aggressive v stll scarce and studies
sddressing this topic are needed.

Anuther distinction necessary here is that between anger and aggression. Anger
reters tooan affective display. As Feshbach TS0 outhined it this display has a role
of communicating the organisms’s frustration and threat to potential adversarics.
Croodenough, o a ploncering work {1930 deseribed anger in great detail und noted
that most of the outbursts of very yvoung chiddren were undirected tanoums, while
after the age of three most outbursts were retalitory acts for behavior from someone
vlse. This developmen:al shift could be seen as evidence for capacity o contral
aggresston starting somewhere near the end of the second vear of hife.

Hoanger 15 an affective display showing frustration, then we couldd argue with
Bradges that anger 15 one of the first emotions present ia newborns sinee frusiration s
ange of the primary negative experionces of hie (Spitz, 1965]. However, anger as
display of threat to potential adversaries [Feshbach, 19701 should come luger on and
as a result of the recogrition of the potential adversary iscif

As can be seen. there are still many problems of definition o be solved . Ethological
works have often chosen 1o define aggression in terms of precedence. status scttling
or, of particufar interest here, aceess to some object or space. However, as Hinde
FLI974) argues, all beluavior that results moaceess 1o some mteresting clement of the
il s nol necessarily to be labeled aggressive behavier. Asserfiveness. for one,
the legitimate expression of one’s inerest. cun be shown through politeness or
diplomacy.

This leads to a lust theoretical poinr that concerns the wnterpratation ot vne of the
smmediate consequences of aggresson. namely dominance. This is of specific mterest
here for dominance osten appears 10 be an aspect of offectivencss with peers,
Dommmance s usually seen as a relationship. B8 thus arguable that dominance
structure 1o a group implics some social perception of others and social expectation
of specific responses 10 one’s own hehavior. With this perspective, studics of social
dominance have examined forms of socwd exchange and described how pattorns of
behavior are coordinated between two individuals as they participate in seeial inter-
action [Straver, 1980]. Such emphasis upon the inferactive context may cventually
reveal features of socul skiflls and of social inkention. Many studies [Missakian, 19380,
Strayer. 1980, 19811 have described a linear dominance structure 1n stable preschonl
groups. Likewise, Gauthier and Jacgues [1985], exploring the soclal organization of
groups of children from one- to S-years old, ohserved linear domirance structures in
all these groups. However, agonistic encounters were observed i 94% of all possible
dyads in the Lyear-old zroup, whereas they were observed in 34 % of alt dvads in the
Syeur old group. On he other hand. concurrent measures of affiliative behavior
tailed to show soctal reciprocity among children under 2 yvears of age. The authors
helieve these results to demonstrate the development of social identity through peer
relationships. 1dentification of social complementary roles, they argue, is actively
sought by the infants with as many peers as possible, but their wentification requires
fewer interactions in S-vear old children. Lincar dominence structure appears first
becanse the mmediate consequence of agonistic cheouniers s more conspictious than
the consequonces of affiliative interactions. However, these rosults should be inter
prated agatnst the backzround of the method used by Guauthier and Jucques. Their
sitipde consisted of five groups—one per age level—of different size: 9, 9, 13, 15,
amd 19 children, respectively. The probabifity W interact with all possible peers was
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therefore higher s mnfants (n=9) and woddlers (n=9) than i the S-year olds (1 = 1%
Carefully designed studies are still needed 10 trace more accurately the developmen
of dominance i purticular and ol social competence in gencral in infants. Questions
such as the following need to be answered before we have an adequate picture of
mfants” social competence: When does dominance sturt to be an issue in infanis’
groups? How rigid s the linear structure in the very yvoung? How does competition
and aggression interact with cohesive behavior? How can infanis” social status be
measured precisely?

1o conclude, we may say that very hittic s known about the ontogenesis o
aggression in humans, Already, a large corpus of data on preschoaol children has been
gathered. but very little is known about infants’ agonistic behavinr. Many problems
of definition are yet (o be solved and carefully designed developmental studies are
needed to track down the ontogenesis of agonistic behavior, The most promising
course, it appears, 1s to relate the development of aggression 1o the ontogenesis of
social competence and communication: ie, the mutual understanding and agreement
about whal an act means §Richards, 19741
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