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Preface
Cultural Anthropology, Third Edition, is intended to introduce students to the
concepts and methods that anthropologists bring to the study of cross-cultural
diversity. It focuses on understanding how cultural practices and beliefs develop,
how they are integrated, and how they change. The goal of this book is
consistent with one of the goals of most anthropology teachers, to excite
students about the world in which we all live. Although much in people’s
behaviors and attitudes differs throughout the world, much also unites us. The
book therefore provides a global view of humanity’s many facets. It takes a
traditional approach in chapter organization, focusing on various aspects of
societal organization and expression. It also makes central the role of cultural
change, processes of adaptation and transformation that are integral to all
societies. In addition to learning about other peoples, anthropology as a
discipline and a framework of analysis has the potential to help students
appreciate the cultural patterns underlying their own behaviors, beliefs, and
attitudes. This book attempts to present the voices of the peoples who
anthropologists often study. Through these voices, and through analyses of
indigenous and marginalized people today, students may come to understand
the global processes that affect us all.

An important feature distinguishing this text is its thorough focus on culture
change, derived both from internal processes of adaptation and innovation as
well as from external forces through contact with other peoples. The context of
contact is critical, of course. In some cases, contact is friendly and benign, each
group exchanging ideas, practices, and material goods as equals. In other
cases, contact occurs between groups that are unequal in their power and
ability to control their own lives and exert control over others. In focusing on
change, this text highlights the notion that the societies and cultures that people
develop are dynamic systems, adapted to new situations and invigorated by
new ideas.
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The focus on culture change is carried into the discussions of global trends,
whether these are the processes of past colonial expansion or of modern
globalization. These two kinds of processes are interrelated because modern
globalization has resulted from the legacies of colonial expansion. These issues
are discussed throughout the book, culminating in the final two chapters.

What’s New in this Edition

Substantial reworking of the discussions of culture in chapter 3
New section on language and globalization in chapter 4
A new section on White Privilege in chapter 11
Expanded discussion in chapter 12  covering warfare and state societies,
including current issues in the Middle East
Expanded discussion of revitalization movements and the role of Moses as a
religious leader in chapter 14
New section in chapter 16  on World Systems Theory
Several new sections in chapter 17 : Indians of the Brazilian Savanna;
“Uncontacted Tribes” of the Amazon; Conservation, Ecotourism, and
Indigenous Peoples; and Climate Change and Indigenous Peoples
Also in chapter 17 , expanded discussions of sections on Cultural
Minorities in a Global World: Native peoples in the U.S. and Canada (Legal
issues, taxation, boarding schools, economic and social data); the war in the
Sudan
Throughout: changes to clarify terms, concepts, expanded discussions.

Format of the Book

The book consists of seventeen chapters covering the breadth of the discipline
of cultural anthropology. The first three chapters lay the groundwork for the
study of human culture. Chapter 1  (What Is Anthropology?) presents the
basic outline of the field of anthropology, describing its development,
exemplifying its various subdisciplines, and introducing some of its basic
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theoretical questions. Chapter 2  (The Nature of Culture) discusses some
universal characteristics of culture and describes how human societies are
organized to meet people’s needs. It also introduces a key focus of this text,
namely understanding that cultures are dynamic systems of behavior and belief,
ever changing and adjusting to internal and external forces. Chapter 3
(Studying Culture) takes a closer look at the specific methodologies that
anthropologists have developed to analyze cultural behavior and build theories
to explain both similarities and differences found throughout the world. It offers
an array of theoretical perspectives used to analyze culture. It also takes
readers into the experience of fieldwork, a hallmark of anthropological research.

The next two chapters describe the systems of language and socialization basic
to all human societies. Chapter 4  (Language and Culture) introduces topics
in the structure of language but concentrates on the complex relationships
between language and other aspects of culture. Chapter 5  (Learning One’s
Culture) addresses the various perspectives that different societies take about
the ways that parents and families raise their children and teach them the norms
and values of their communities.

Following these sections, the text proceeds with discussions of specific topics
within cultural anthropology. Chapters 6  (Making a Living) and 7
(Economic Systems) focus on subsistence practices, ways of making a living,
and patterns of production and exchange. Chapters 8  (Kinship and Descent)
and 9  (Marriage and the Family) describe the various systems of kinship
found throughout the world, detailing different patterns of reckoning descent and
forming marriages and families. In Chapter 10  (Gender), we look closely at
issues of gender, attempting to understand the conditions under which
egalitarian gender relationships and attitudes are sustained as well as the
conditions under which inequality between men and women is established. 
Chapter 11  (Equality and Inequality) also considers issues of inequality in the
realm of social stratification, analyzing social segmentation on the basis of
caste, class, race, and ethnicity. Chapter 12  (Political Systems) furthers this
discussion in the analysis of political systems, including ways of establishing
leadership, arriving at group decisions, and settling disputes both within a
community and between communities. This last topic is continued in 
Chapter 13  (Conflict and Conflict Resolution), a unique chapter that takes a
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detailed look at the reasons for conflict and the methods of conflict resolution in
different types of societies.

Chapters 14  (Religion) and 15  (The Arts) focus on various aspects of
expressive and symbolic culture. Chapter 14  is concerned with the ways that
people express religious beliefs and organize religious practice. It relates these
beliefs and practices to other aspects of social, economic, and political life. 
Chapter 15  is concerned with aesthetic values and their embodiment in
artistic production.

Finally, Chapters 16  (Colonialism and Cultural Transformations) and 17
(Living in a Global World) are directly concerned with themes of cultural change
that permeate the text and are addressed in every chapter. Chapter 16
focuses on the processes of cultural transformation emanating from European
colonization beginning in the sixteenth century, although the dynamics of colonial
and imperial control both predate and follow European dominance. In the final
chapter of the book, we look at recent global trends influencing the lives of
indigenous peoples in the twenty-first-century and discover how these trends
have local manifestations.

Special Features

In addition to the focus on change, the text is tied together by a number of
features of content and style. Each chapter begins with a narrative, usually a
sacred or secular story that dramatizes important themes discussed in the
chapter.
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In Their Own Voices boxes feature the words of indigenous peoples whose
lives are discussed in the text.

Case Study features provide extended discussions that enable students to
understand complex relationships among various practices.
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Culture Change features present material focusing specifically on the ways
that culture is transformed. They stress the interconnections among material
change, behavioral practices, and ideology, demonstrating the complex
interactions that result from change.

Anthropology Applied boxes have been expanded and highlight the roles that
anthropologists play in applying theory and knowledge to practical concerns.
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Controversies boxes present differing opinions about key theoretical or
research topics.

Globalization Icons contribute to and strengthen the emphasis on culture
change and situate cultural transformations in their global context.

Finally, the book contains pedagogical features including a margin glossary and
marginal notes, preview and summary questions, critical thinking questions, and
both section reviews and chapter summaries. These features help students
focus on significant ideas and concepts presented in each chapter.

Support for Instructors and Students

This book is accompanied by an extensive learning package to enhance the
experience of both instructors and students.

NEW MyAnthroLab: MyAnthroLab provides engaging experiences that
personalize, stimulate, and measure learning for each student. Key components
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include:

MyAnthroLab

MyAnthroLibrary features over 20 full-length ethnographies and over 200
case studies and articles, on a wide range of anthropological topics to help
students better understand course material.
Guidance on careers in anthropology—including interviews with
anthropologists and an interactive career footprint—shows students how
they can apply anthropology throughout their future.
NPR Program Broadcasts, including 90 selections relevant to the study to
anthropology, help students engage with the material.
The Pearson eText lets students access their textbook anytime and
anywhere they want.
A personalized study plan for each student helps them succeed in the
course and beyond.
Assessment tied to every video, application, and chapter enables both
instructors and students to track progress and get immediate feedback.
With results feeding into a powerful gradebook, the assessment program
helps instructors identify student challenges early—and find the best
resources with which to help students.
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Class Prep collects the very best class presentation resources in one
convenient online destination, so instructors can keep students engaged
throughout every class.

Please see your local Pearson representative for access to MyAnthroLab.

Instructor’s Manual with Tests (0205860389) For each chapter in the text,
this valuable resource provides a chapter outline, preview questions, lecture
topics, research topics, and questions for classroom discussion. In addition,
test questions in multiplechoice and essay formats are available for each
chapter; the answers are page-referenced to the text. For easy access, this
manual is available within the instructor section of MyAnthroLab for Cultural
Anthropology, Third Edition, or at www.pearsonhighered.com

MyTest (0205860397) This computerized software allows instructors to create
their own personalized exams, to edit any or all of the existing test questions,
and to add new questions. Other special features of this program include
random generation of test questions, creation of alternate versions of the same
test, scrambling question sequence, and test preview before printing. For easy
access, this software is available within the instructor section of MyAnthroLab
for Cultural Anthropology, Third Edition, or at www.pearsonhighered.com

PowerPoint Presentation for Cultural Anthropology (0205860427) These
PowerPoint slides combine text and graphics for each chapter to help
instructors convey anthropological principles in a clear and engaging way. In
addition, Classroom Response System (CRS) In-Class Questions allow for
instant, class-wide student responses to chapter-specific questions during
lectures for teachers to gauge student comprehension. For easy access, they
are available within the instructor section of MyAnthroLab for Cultural
Anthropology, Third Edition, or at www.pearsonhighered.com

EthnoQuest  This interactive multimedia simulation includes a series of ten
ethnographic encounters with the culture of a fictional Mexican village set in a
computer-based learning environment. It provides students with a realistic
problemsolving experience and is designed to help students experience the

®
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fieldwork of a cultural anthropologist. Please see your Pearson sales
representative for more information about EthnoQuest .
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Chapter 1 What is Anthropology?
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Preview
What are the core concepts of anthropology?
How does anthropology overlap with other fields?
What two perspectives do anthropologists use to study cultures?
What is globalization? How can the concepts of culture contact and culture
change help us understand globalization?
What are the four subfields of anthropology? How is the study of culture
integrated into each subfield?
How is cultural relativism different from ethical relativism?
What is applied anthropology? What contributions can applied
anthropologists offer other fields?

 Listen to the Chapter Audio on myanthrolab.com

 Read on myanthrolab.com

There were villagers at the Middle Place and a girl had her home there
... where she kept a flock of turkeys.

At the Middle Place they were having a Yaaya Dance ... and during the
first day this girl ... stayed with her turkeys taking care of them.... [I]t
seems she didn’t go to the dance on the first day, that day she fed her
turkeys ... and so the dance went on and she could hear the drum.
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When she spoke to her turkeys about this, they said, “If you went it
wouldn’t turn out well: who would take care of us?” That’s what her
turkeys told her.

She listened to them and they slept through the night.

Then it was the second day of the dance and ... with the Yaaya Dance
half over she spoke to her big tom turkey:

“My father-child, if they’re going to do it again tomorrow why can’t I go?”
she said. “Well if you went, it wouldn’t turn out well.” That’s what he told
her. “Well then I mustn’t go.”

... The next day was a nice warm day, and again she heard the drum
over there.

Then she went around feeding her turkeys, and when it was the middle
of the day, she asked again, right at noon. “If you went, it wouldn’t turn
out well ... our lives depend on your thoughtfulness,” that’s what the
turkeys told her.

“Well then, that’s the way it will be,” she said, and she listened to them.

But around sunset the drum could be heard, and she was getting more
anxious to go....

She went up on her roof and she could see the crowd of people. It was
the third day of the dance.

That night she asked the same one she asked before and he told her,
“Well, if you must go, then you must dress well....

“You must think of us, for if you stay all afternoon, until sunset, then it
won’t turn out well for you,” he told her....
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The next day the sun was shining, and she went among her turkeys and
... when she had fed them she said, “My fathers, my children, I’m going
to the Middle Place. I’m going to the dance,” she said. “Be on your way,
but think of us....” That’s what her children told her.

She went to where the place was, and when she entered the plaza ...,
she went down and danced, and she didn’t think about her children.

Finally it was mid-day, and ... she was just dancing away until it was late,
the time when the shadows are very long.

The turkeys said, “Our mother, our child doesn’t know what’s right.”

“Well then, I must go and I’ll just warn her and come right back and
whether she hears me or not, we’ll leave before she gets here,” that’s
what the turkey said, and he flew ... along until he came to where they
were dancing, and there he glided down to the place and ... sang,

“Kyana tok tok Kyana tok tok.”

The one who was dancing heard him.

He flew back to the place where they were penned, and the girl ran all
the way back. When she got to the place where they were penned, they
sang again, they sang and flew away....

When she came near they all went away and she couldn’t catch up to
them.

Long ago, this was lived....

From Finding the Center: Narrative Poetry of the Zuni Indians. 2nd edition, translated
by Denis Tedlock, reprinted by permission of The University of Nebraska Press. ©
1999 by Denis Tedlock.
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“The Girl Who Took Care of the Turkeys” is a Zuni narrative. A
Native American people who live in what is now New Mexico,
Zunis traditionally supported themselves by farming. They
also kept domesticated turkeys, whose feathers they used to
make ceremonial gear. In the story, the young girl uses kin
terms when addressing the turkeys to indicate her close
bonds with them.

You may have noticed similarities between this Zuni story and
the European story of Cinderella. In both, the central
character is a young woman who wants to go to a dance but
is at first dissuaded or, in Cinderella’s case, prevented from
doing so. Eventually, she does attend, but is warned that she
must be sure to return home early. In both stories, the girl
stays past the appointed time because she is enjoying
herself. The Zuni and European stories, however, differ in
both outcomes and details.

The similarities and differences between these stories are no
coincidence. Zunis first learned the Cinderella story from
white settlers in the 1880s and transformed the tale to fit their
circumstances, values, and way of life. This is an example of
selective borrowing that takes place when members of
different cultures meet, share experiences, and learn from
one another. Global influences have accelerated borrowing
over the last five centuries.
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The European folk-tale Cinderella has been retold countless
times. In this musical version by Rodgers and Hammerstein,
the cast includes Brandy, Whitney Houston, and Whoopi
Goldberg.

The Zunis reverse the ethical standing of the story’s
characters. Cinderella, who yearns to go to the ball, is a
virtuous and long-suffering servant to her wicked family. The
Zuni girl is also a caretaker for her family, the flock of turkeys
(whom she significantly addresses as “father” and “child”), but
she is not a figure of virtue. On the contrary, to go to the
dance, she has to neglect her duties, threatening the turkeys’
well-being, as they say to her, “You must think of us.”

And what happens? Cinderella marries the prince and
emerges triumphant, but disaster befalls the Zuni girl. The
European story of individual virtue and fortitude rewarded has
become a Zuni story of moral failing and irresponsibility to
one’s relatives and dependents.

The differences between Europeans and Zunis fit into a
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The differences between Europeans and Zunis fit into a
constellation of features that define Zuni and European
culture—the languages they speak, how they feed and shelter
themselves, what they wear, the material goods they value,
how they make those goods and distribute them among
themselves, how they form families, households, and
alliances, and how they worship the deities they believe in.
This concept—culture—is central to the discipline of
anthropology in general and to cultural anthropology, the
subject of this book, in particular.

The Study of Humanity
Anthropology,  broadly defined, is the study of humanity, from its evolutionary
origins millions of years ago to its present worldwide diversity. Many other
disciplines, of course, also focus on one aspect or another of humanity. Like
sociology, economics, political science, psychology, and other behavioral and
social sciences, anthropology is concerned with how people organize their lives
and relate to one another in interacting, interconnected groups—societies —
that share basic beliefs and practices. Like economists, anthropologists are
interested in society’s material foundations—how people produce and distribute
food and other goods. Like sociologists, anthropologists are interested in how
people structure their relations in society—in families, at work, in institutions.
Like political scientists, anthropologists are interested in power and authority:
who has them and how they are allocated. And, like psychologists,
anthropologists are interested in individual development and the interaction
between society and individual people.

anthropology

The study of humanity, from its evolutionary origins
millions of years ago to its current worldwide diversity.
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societies

Populations of people living in organized groups with
social institutions and expectations of behavior.

Also, anthropologists share an interest in human evolution and human anatomy
with those in the biological sciences. They share an interest in the past of
peoples and communities with historians. As the discussion of the Zuni story
that opens this chapter suggests, they share an interest in how people express
themselves with students of literature, art, and music. And they are interested in
the diversity of human philosophical systems, ethical systems, and religious
beliefs.

Cultural anthropologists seek to explain people’s thoughts and behaviors in
terms of their culture or way of life.

Although anthropology shares many interests with other disciplines, the
following key features distinguish it as a separate area of study:

A focus on the concept of culture
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A holistic perspective
A comparative perspective

These features are the source of anthropology’s insights into both common
humanity and the diversity with which that humanity is expressed.

The Concept of Culture

Anthropology is unique in its focus on the role of culture  in shaping human
behavior. We examine this important concept in detail in Chapter 2 . For now,
we can define culture as the learned values, beliefs, and rules of conduct
shared to some extent by the members of a society and that govern their
behavior with one another and how they think about themselves and the world.
Culture can be broadly divided into symbolic culture —people’s ideas and
means of communicating those ideas—and material culture —the tools,
utensils, clothing, housing, and other objects that people make or use.

culture

The learned values, beliefs, and rules of conduct that
are shared to some extent by the members of a
society, and that govern their behavior with one another.

symbolic culture

The ideas people have about themselves, others, and
the world, and the ways that people express these
ideas.
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material culture

The tools people make and use, the clothing and
ornaments they wear, the buildings they live in, and the
household utensils they use.

A Holistic Perspective

Unlike other behavioral and social sciences, anthropology views cultures from a 
holistic perspective —as an integrated whole, no part of which can be
completely understood in isolation. How people arrange rooms in their homes,
for example, is related to their marriage and family patterns, which in turn are
related to how they earn a living. Thus, the single-family home with individual
bedrooms that became the norm in America’s suburbs in the twentieth century
reflects the value Americans place on individualism and the nuclear family—
husband, wife, and their children. These values, in turn, are consistent with an
economy in which families are dependent on wage earners acting individually
and competitively to find employment. Thus, a holistic perspective that
considers the interconnections among factors that contribute to people’s
behavior helps us understand the kinds of homes in which they live.

holistic perspective

A perspective in anthropology that views culture as an
integrated whole, no part of which can be completely
understood without considering the whole.

Anthropologists, then, attempt to understand all aspects of human culture, past
and present. They are interested in people’s economic lives and in learning
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about the food they eat, how they obtain their food, and how they organize their
work. They also study people’s political lives to know how they organize their
communities, select their leaders, and make group decisions. And they
investigate people’s social lives to understand how they organize their families—
whom they marry and live with, and to whom they consider themselves related.
Anthropologists also study people’s religious lives to learn about the kinds of
deities they worship, their beliefs about the spirit world, and the ceremonies
they perform.

Anthropologists understand that cultural norms and values guide but do not
dictate people’s behavior. They also know that people often idealize their own
practices, projecting beliefs about what they do even though their actual
behavior may differ from those ideals. For example, when workers are asked
about their job responsibilities, they may talk about official procedures and
regulations even though their daily work is more flexible and unpredictable.

A Comparative Perspective

The juxtaposition of the Cinderella story and the Zuni narrative of “The Girl Who
Took Care of the Turkeys” is a small example of anthropology’s comparative
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The ubiquity of electronic music developed in Japan and Korea is an example of
global cultural exchange.

perspective at work. Comparing the two stories opens a window onto the
contrasting values of Zuni and European cultures and increases our
understanding of each.

Anthropology is fundamentally comparative, basing its findings on cultural data
drawn from societies throughout the world and from throughout human history.
Anthropologists collect data about behavior and beliefs in many societies to
document the diversity of human culture and to understand common patterns in
how people adapt to their environments, adjust to their neighbors, and develop
unique cultural institutions. This comparative perspective  can challenge
common assumptions about human nature based solely on European or North
American culture. For example, as you will learn in Chapter 9 , marriage and
family take many different forms worldwide. Only through systematic
comparison can we hope to determine what aspects of marriage and family—or
any other aspect of culture, for that matter—might be universal (found in all
human societies) and which aspects vary from society to society.

comparative perspective

An approach in anthropology that uses data about the
behaviors and beliefs in many societies to document
both cultural universals and cultural diversity.

The Comparative Perspective and Culture
Change
The comparative, or “cross-cultural,” perspective also helps people reexamine
their own culture. Cultures are not static. They change in response to internal
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and external pressures. Anthropology’s comparative perspective is a powerful
tool for understanding culture change . Because this concept is so important,
each subsequent chapter of this textbook contains a special feature on culture
change.

culture change

Changes in people’s ways of life over time through both
internal and external forces.

The Comparative Perspective and Globalization
The comparative perspective also allows anthropologists to evaluate the impact
of globalization. Globalization  is the spread of economic, political, and
cultural influences across a large geographic area or many different societies.
Through globalization, many countries and communities are enmeshed in
networks of power and influence that extend far beyond their borders,
exchanging goods and services, forms of entertainment, and information
technologies. Although all countries can contribute to globalization in principle,
dominant countries have more control over the flow of goods and services and
exert more influence over other societies in practice. However, no one country
or region of the world currently controls the process of globalizing. Rather,
many powerful countries contribute to globalization.

globalization

The spread of economic, political, and cultural
influences throughout a very large geographic area or
through a great number of different societies. Through
globalization, many countries and local communities are
enmeshed in networks of power and influence far
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beyond their borders, exchanging goods and services,
forms of entertainment, and information technologies.

Globalization has occurred in the past when states and empires expanded their
influence far beyond their borders. However, one of the distinctions of
globalization today is the speed with which it is transforming local cultures as
they participate in a worldwide system of interconnected economies and
polities. These influences are also changing other aspects of culture, including
family structures, religious practices, and aesthetic forms. Along with the export
of products and technologies, rapid communications and information systems
also spread attitudes and values throughout the world, including capitalist
cultural practices, consumerism, cultural icons, and media and entertainment.
Finally, globalization is uneven, both in the degree to which goods and services
are exchanged in different places and in the way it creates inequalities as well
as similarities.

Chapter 2  will further explore cultural transformation and globalization, and
their causes and consequences, and they will be considered in depth in 
Chapters 16  and 17 . Culture change is not, however, a recent
phenomenon. Cultures are not and never were static systems. Indeed, changes
in beliefs and practices help to strengthen societies and to endow them with the
resilience to survive. Therefore, change and stability are not opposite
processes. They depend on one another. That is why we highlight examples of
cultural transformations throughout this text.

Globalization

Culture contact and culture change, such as occurred
between the Europeans and Zuni, underlie the phenomenon
of globalization. Globalization is a major theme of this
textbook. The symbol that appears here and elsewhere
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throughout this textbook calls your attention to
globalization-related issues.

What signs of globalization do you see in your immediate surroundings—
for example, in your clothes, cars, and information or communications
technologies?

Review
Anthropology focuses on the study of all aspects of being human. It has
many concepts and subjects in common with other behavioral and social
sciences, and with biological sciences. Core concepts include culture,
culture change, and globalization. Three characteristics differentiate
anthropology from other fields: the concept of culture, the holistic
perspective, and the comparative perspective.

The Four Subfields of Anthropology
Almost since it emerged as an academic discipline in the late nineteenth century,
anthropology in North America has encompassed four subfields, each with its
own focus, methodologies, and theories: cultural anthropology, linguistic
anthropology, archaeology, and
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Figure 1.1
Subfields of Anthropology

biological (or physical) anthropology. Each subfield also has branches or
interest areas (see Figure 1.1 ). Table 1.1  identifies some of the many
kinds of work anthropologists perform.

 Watch the Animation: The Fields of Anthropology on
myanthrolab.com
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Cultural Anthropology

Cultural anthropology  is, as the term implies, the study of culture—that is,
the study of cultural behavior, attitudes, values, and conceptions of the world.
The work of cultural anthropologists centers on ethnology , developing
theories to explain cultural processes based on the comparative study of
societies throughout the world. The method they use to gather these data is
called ethnography , a holistic, intensive study of groups through
observation, interview, participation, and analysis.

cultural anthropology

The study of cultural behavior, especially the
comparative study of living and recent human cultures.

ethnology

Aspect of cultural anthropology involved with building
theories about cultural behaviors and forms.

ethnography

Aspect of cultural anthropology involved with observing
and documenting peoples’ ways of life.
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To conduct ethnographic research, anthropologists do “fieldwork”; that is, they
live among the people they are studying to compile a full record of their
activities. They learn about people’s behaviors, beliefs, and attitudes. They
study how they make their living, obtain their food, and supply themselves with
tools, equipment, and other products. They study how families and communities
are organized, and how people form clubs or associations, discuss common
interests, make group decisions, and resolve disputes. And they investigate the
relationship between the people and larger social institutions—the nations they
are part of and their place in the local, regional, and global economies.

indigenous societies

Peoples who are now minority groups in state societies
but who were formerly independent and have occupied
their territories for a long time.

Collecting ethnographic information is a significant part of the preservation of
indigenous cultures. It contributes to the fund of comparative data cultural
anthropologists use to address questions about human cultural diversity. These
questions—such as how people acquire culture, how culture affects personality,
how family structures and gender roles vary, the role of art and religion, and the
impact of global economic forces on local cultures—are the subjects of the
chapters of this textbook.

In anthropology’s early years, cultural anthropologists primarily studied non-
Western societies, particularly traditional, indigenous societies —peoples
who were once independent and have occupied their territories for a long time
but are now usually minority groups in larger states. These early researchers
favored societies in regions of the world that the West’s expanding influence
had left relatively unaffected or, like the native societies of southern Africa or
North and South America, had been overwhelmed and transformed by
conquest. The idea was that a small, comparatively homogeneous society could
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serve as a kind of laboratory for understanding humanity. Over the years,
cultural anthropologists have challenged this view, however, and globalization
has all but ended cultural isolation. Today, cultural anthropologists are likely to
do an ethnographic study of, say, a small town in the American Midwest,

Table 1.1 Career Opportunities in the Four Subfields of Anthropology

Field Definition Examples

Cultural Anthropology The study of human culture Ethnographer
Ethnologist
Museum curator
University or college
professor
International business
consultant
Cross-cultural researcher

Linguistic Anthropology The study of language International business
consultant
Diplomatic
communications worker
Administrator
Ethnographer
Domestic communications
worker
University or college
professor

Archaeology The study of past cultures Cultural resource
management worker
Museum curator
University or college
professor
State archaeologist
Historical archaeologist
Zoo archaeologist
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Environmental consultant

Biological (Physical)
Anthropology

The study of human origins and
biological diversity

Primatologist
Geneticist
University or college
professor
Medical researcher
Genetic counselor
Forensic specialist
Government investigator
Human rights investigator
Biomedical anthropologist

Somali refugees adapting to life in Minnesota, Americans participating in a
hospice program, changing political systems in Afghanistan, or life in a prison.

ethnocentrism

The widespread human tendency to perceive the ways
of doing things in one’s own culture as normal and
natural and that of others as strange, inferior, and
possibly even unnatural or inhuman.
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Cultural anthropologists study how refugees like these Somali Bantu adapt to
American life and how American communities adapt to refugees.

Two important concepts—ethnocentrism and cultural relativism—influence the
anthropological approach to ethnography and cross-cultural research. 
Ethnocentrism  refers to the tendency for people to see themselves
metaphorically as being at the center of the universe. They perceive their own
culture’s way of doing things (making a living, raising children, governing,
worshipping) as normal and natural and that of others as strange and possibly
inferior or even unnatural or inhuman. Of course, it seems like common sense to
acknowledge that people feel more comfortable in their own social and cultural
milieu, engaging in familiar and routine activities. Ethnocentrism is only
dangerous when it is used to justify either verbal or physical attacks against
other people. Governments, for example, often ethnocentrically justify their
economic and military dominance over other peoples by claiming the natural
superiority of their culture. The ancient Romans, Chinese, Aztecs, Incas, and
others similarly held themselves superior to the people they conquered. This
tendency to view one’s

Controversies

What Are the Limits of Cultural Relativism?

74



The controversial practice of female genital mutilation (FGM) or female
circumcision, prevalent in twenty-eight countries in Africa and found in
other regions as well, illustrates the uneasy relationship between cultural
relativism and concern for individual human rights. FGM removes part or
all of the external genitals of prepubescent girls. The procedure varies
but usually entails the removal of the clitoris. In some areas, particularly
in southern Egypt, Sudan, Somalia, Ethiopia, and Mali, it also includes
infibulation—the stitching closed—of the vagina, leaving only a tiny
opening for the passage of urine and menstrual blood. The United
Nations Division for the Advancement of Women suggests that at least
100 million women living today have been subjected to FGM, whereas
the World Health Organization (WHO) puts the number at more than 132
million women and girls in Africa alone, estimating also that about 2
million procedures are performed annually (Ras-Work 2006; Almroth et
al. 2005). Although FGM is now sometimes performed in hospitals, local
midwives usually perform the procedure, working with crude tools and
without anesthesia on girls who are typically between 5 and 11 years old.

The two most common names by which the practice is known—female
genital mutilation and female circumcision—reflect opposing attitudes
toward it. Calling the practice female circumcision equates it with male
circumcision, which is also debated but more widely accepted. The term
female genital mutilation was introduced by the United Nations Inter-
African Committee (IAC) on Traditional Practices Affecting the Health of
Women and Children, a group established to help end the practice. This
term reflects “the cruel and radical operation so many young girls are
forced to undergo” involving “the removal of healthy organs” (Armstrong
1991, 42).

Although its exact origin is unknown, FGM predates both Christianity and
Islam, and occurs among peoples of both faiths and among followers of
traditional African religions. It is most common, however, in
predominantly Islamic regions of Africa and is associated with strongly
patriarchal cultures—that is, cultures that stress the subordination of
women to male authority.
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Medical risks for girls undergoing the procedure reportedly include pain,
shock, loss of bladder and bowel control, and potentially fatal infections
and hemorrhaging (Gruenbaum 1993). Infibulation in particular can have
serious, painful, long-term consequences. Defenders of the procedure
claim that there is no reliable evidence of its increasing a girl’s risk of
death or of excessive rates of medical complication. Opponents claim
that FGM reduces a woman’s capacity for sexual pleasure and that
infibulation makes sexual intercourse and childbirth painful.

Groups who practice FGM defend it on cultural grounds. In their view,
infibulation helps ensure a woman’s premarital chastity and her sexual
fidelity to her husband while increasing his sexual pleasure. Some
prominent African women, such as Fuambai Ahmadu, an anthropologist
from Sierra Leone, defend the practice. On the basis of her research,
Ahmadu (2000, 304–05) views it as an emotionally positive validation of
womanhood. In her interviews, African women reported that the practice
did not diminish their sexual drive, inhibit sexual activity, or prevent sexual
satisfaction, and that it did not adversely affect their health or birthing.
The women looked forward to carrying on the tradition and initiating their
younger female relatives into the pride of womanhood. Other local
observers, such as Olayinka Koso-Thomas (1992), a physician from
Sierra Leone, oppose the practice for its brutality, its dangerous
consequences, and its role in perpetuating the subordination of women.

Some anthropologists, citing cultural relativism and the ideal of objectivity,
do not support outside organizations that pressure African, Middle
Eastern, and Indonesian governments to abolish FGM. Although they
don’t condone the procedure, they prefer to hope for change from within.
Other anthropologists point out that, although cultural relativism may help
us understand a culture on its own terms, it can also help us understand
how cultural beliefs reinforce inequalities by convincing people to accept
practices that may be harmful and demeaning as natural.

Recent medical studies indicate multiple harmful effects of FGM.
Research carried out by the World Health Organization (WHO) in six
African countries concluded that, compared to women who have not had
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FGM, “... deliveries to women who have undergone FGM are significantly
more likely to be complicated by cesarean section, postpartum
hemorrhage, tearing of the vaginal wall, extended maternal hospital stay,
and inpatient perinatal death [infant mortality]” (WHO 2006, 1835). The
study was conducted in hospitals, and outcomes for women who give
birth at home might be even more negative because emergency medical
treatment would not be available. Another medical study of women in
Sudan reported that women who had undergone the most extensive
types of FGM were the most likely to be infertile (Almroth et al. 2005,
390). Because fertility in women is highly valued, particularly in
patriarchal cultures, the finding that FGM is a significant cause of
infertility might be an effective argument against the procedure.

Many anthropologists, together with health workers, women’s rights
advocates, and human rights organizations, oppose FGM and are
working to end it, with some success. In 1995, a United Nations–
sponsored Conference on the Status of Women declared FGM to be a
violation of human rights. In 1996, the U.S. Board of Immigration
Appeals, ruling that FGM is a form of persecution, granted political
asylum to a young woman from Togo who feared returning to her native
country because she would be forced to undergo the procedure as a
prelude to her arranged marriage (Dugger 1996, A1, B2).

In response to campaigns against FGM, sixteen African governments
have outlawed it, and others have taken steps to limit its severity and
improve the conditions under which it is performed (Ras-Work 2006, 10).
These initiatives have not eradicated FGM. Still, recent reports indicate
that some women who specialize in the procedure have decided not to
continue performing it. For example, a grassroots organization called
Womankind Kenya has persuaded influential practitioners to join their
cause. Among the arguments they use are teachings from the Koran that
some imams interpret as opposing FGM (Lacey 2004). The Inter-African
Committee of the United Nations is also organizing around the issues of
religion, sponsoring conferences of Muslim and Christian religious leaders
to speak out against FGM (Ras-Work 2006). Outreach programs are
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also training practitioners in other work, and are promoting messages
about women’s worthiness and the value of their bodies.

Critical Thinking Questions
Are there universal human rights? Who defines those rights? What
are the benefits and risks of intervening in other people’s ways of
life?

own cultural norms as superior to others was also prevalent in European
colonialism in modern-day imperialist ventures.

In the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, many Europeans assumed they
represented the highest form of civilization, and ranked other societies beneath
them according to how closely they approached middle-class European
appearance, practices, and values. Early anthropologists, hardly immune to this
pervasive ethnocentrism, developed evolutionary schemes that ranked people
on a scale of progress from “savagery” to “civilization,” with middle- and upper-
class Europeans at the top.

 Watch the Video: Relativity on gmyanthrolab.com

To counter the influence of ethnocentrism, cultural anthropologists try to
approach cultures from the viewpoint of cultural relativism . That is, they try
to analyze a culture in terms of that culture, rather than in terms of the
anthropologist’s culture. This principle is central to cultural anthropology. For
example, in the nineteenth century, native peoples of the Pacific Northwest of
North America engaged in rituals, called potlatches, which included feasting and
giveaways of large amounts of food and personal and ceremonial property.
Missionaries and officials in the United States and Canada considered these
activities harmful, wasteful, and illogical because they contradicted Euro-
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American values that stress the importance of accumulating and saving wealth
rather than giving away or destroying wealth. But anthropologists came to
understand the economic and social significance of potlatches to the native
peoples. We will discuss the meaning of potlatches in more detail in 
Chapter 7 , but for now note that they effectively redistributed food and other
goods to all members of a community. These displays of generosity also raised
the social standing of the hosts because generosity, not accumulation, was a
valued trait.

cultural relativism

An approach in anthropology that stresses the
importance of analyzing cultures in each culture’s own
terms rather than in terms of the culture of the
anthropologist. This does not mean, however, that all
cultural behavior must be condoned.

Globalization

Globalization has included the spread of Western beliefs
and values codified as laws on human rights.

Although cultural anthropologists usually take for granted the need to embrace
cultural relativism in their work, there is debate about the extent to which it is
possible to apply the principle. Anthropologists, like everyone else, are products
of their own society. No matter how objective they try to be, their own cultural
experience inevitably colors how they analyze and interpret the behavior of
people in other cultures. Anthropologists need to acknowledge the potential
effect of their own attitudes and values on the kinds of research problems they
formulate and how they interpret other people’s behavior.
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Although cultural relativism requires anthropologists to try to understand other
cultures on each culture’s terms, it does not require them to abandon their own
ethical standards or to condone oppressive practices. Cultural relativism, in
other words, is not the same as ethical relativism , the acceptance of all
ethical systems as equivalent to each other. Nevertheless, anthropologists have
different views on the applicability of cultural and ethical relativism, as the
Controversies feature on pages 8–9 illustrates. This is, and no doubt will
continue to be, a topic of disagreement and controversy within the field.

ethical relativism

The belief that all rights and wrongs are relative to time,
place, and culture, such that no moral judgments of
behavior can be made.

Linguistic Anthropology

Linguistics, the study of language, is a separate academic discipline
independent of anthropology. However, language is a key concern of
anthropology. Not only is it a defining feature of all cultures, language is also the
primary means by which we express culture and transmit it from one generation
to the next.

Globalization

With the spread of English and other languages of
business, globalization has endangered native languages
as well as the ways of life those languages express.
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Linguistic anthropology , discussed in more detail in Chapter 4 , shares
with linguistics an interest in the nature of language itself, but with an added
focus on the interconnections among language, culture, and society. To gain
insight into social categories, for example, linguistic anthropologists might
investigate how people use language in different social contexts. Do people use
a formal style of speech in one situation and an informal style in another? Do
they vary words, pronunciation, and grammar in different social contexts? Do
they speak differently to relatives and nonrelatives, friends and strangers, males
and females, children and adults?

l inguistic anthropology

The study of language and communication, and the
relationship between language and other aspects of
culture and society.

Some linguistic anthropologists study the languages of indigenous peoples to
document their grammars and vocabularies. This is critical work because
increasing globalization has led to the worldwide advancement of English and
other languages of business, often to the detriment of local languages. In their
attempts to keep pace with the new world order, and under pressure from
globalizing economic and political forces, native peoples are losing their
traditions, and their languages are becoming extinct.

Many indigenous peoples are under pressure to abandon their own languages
and adopt the official languages of the countries in which they find themselves.
For example, in the United States and Canada, many indigenous languages
have only a few speakers because of the intense pressures on native peoples
to use English or French in place of their own languages. These social and
political factors began under European colonialism, but they have continued in
Canada and the United States. However, dozens of programs run by indigenous
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Americans and Canadians, and assisted by linguists, are now documenting and
teaching indigenous languages so that they can be maintained and revitalized.

Linguistic anthropologists also document how language changes over time within
a culture. And they are witnesses to how the expanding influence of a few
globally spoken languages has reduced the number of indigenous languages
spoken in the world. Endangered languages include Western languages as well,
such as Gaelic (in both Scotland and Ireland), Breton (spoken in France), and
Yiddish.

Other linguistic anthropologists specialize in historical linguistics . Their
work is based on the premise that people who speak related languages are
culturally and historically related, descended from a common ancestral people.
By looking at the relationships among languages in a large area, historical
linguists can help determine how people have migrated to arrive in the territories
they now occupy. For example, the Apaches in New Mexico, the Navajos in
Arizona, and the Hupas of northern California all speak related languages, which
are, in turn, related to a family of languages known as Athabascan. Most
Athabascan speakers occupy a large area of western Canada and Alaska.
These linguistic ties suggest that the Hupas, Navajos and Apaches are all
descended from Athabascan groups that migrated south from Canada.

historical l inguistics

The study of changes in language and communication
over time and between peoples in contact.

By studying how people have borrowed words and grammatical patterns from
other languages, historical linguists can also gain insight into how groups have
interacted over time. Combined with archaeological evidence, these kinds of
analyses can produce a rich picture of the historical relationship among peoples
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who otherwise left no written records, contributing to our understanding of the
processes of culture change.

Do you use words among friends that you would never use in a job
interview, in class, or with children? What does your use of language
reveal about your relationships to the people you address?

When she died in 2008, Marie Smith Jones was the last speaker of Eyak, a Na-
Dene language of Alaska.

In Their Own Voices

Why Save Our Languages
In this excerpt, Richard Littlebear describes some of the reasons
that his Native Cheyenne language is threatened with loss and
suggests some ways to keep it from dying. Littlebear is a member
of the Cheyenne nation and a teacher of the Cheyenne language.
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Why save our languages, since they now seem to have no political,
economic, or global relevance? That is exactly the reason why we should
save our languages, because it is the spiritual relevance deeply
embedded in our languages that makes them relevant to us as American
Indians today.

If we just spoke them, all of our languages would be healthier; but that is
not what’s happening. We do not speak our languages, and our
languages are dying. We are also confronted with a voracious language,
English, that gobbles up everything in its way.

The Cheyenne people began making the change to a different type of
culture and to a written language about a century ago. Those of us who
speak the Cheyenne language are quite possibly the last generation able
to joke in our own language.

A second idea is that language is the basis of sovereignty. We have all
the attributes that constitute sovereign nations: a governance structure,
law and order, jurisprudence, literature, a land base, spiritual and sacred
practices, and that one attribute that holds all of these others together—
our languages.

A third idea is that of protocol in the language used in ceremonies. The
dilemma is that the people who have the right to use that vocabulary and
language, and who have done the rituals, are dying. The loss of this
specialized language will become a major obstacle in retaining the full
richness of our languages and cultures.

We need to make our children see our languages and cultures as viable
and just as valuable as anything they see on television, in movies, or on
videos.

In closing, I want to relate an experience I had in Alaska. I met Marie
Smith, the last Native speaker of the Eyak language. It was truly a
profoundly moving experience for me. I felt that I was sitting in the
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presence of a whole universe of knowledge that could be gone in one
last breath. That’s how fragile that linguistic universe seemed. It was
really difficult for me to stop talking to her, because I wanted to
remember every moment of our encounter.

I do not want any more of our languages to have that experience of
having one last speaker. I want all of our languages to last forever, to
always be around to nurture our children, to bolster their identities, to
perpetuate our cultures.

The Cheyenne language is my language. English is also my language.
Yet it is Cheyenne that I want to use when my time is completed here on
this earth and journey on to the spirit world.

(Source: Just Speak Your Language, Richard Littlebear, in Native American Voices: A
Reader, third edition (eds. Susan Lobo, Steve Talbot, Traci Morris), Prentice-Hall, pp.
90–92. 2010.
Critical Thinking Question

How does Dune Lankard’s story illustrate the perspectives that
cultural anthropology can bring to the study of people and their
ways of life?

Archaeology

Archaeology  is the study of material culture. Its methods apply to both
historic cultures, those with written records, and prehistoric cultures, those that
predate the invention of writing. Archaeologists have also applied their methods
to living societies, a subfield called ethnoarchaeology, with sometimes surprising
results.

archaeology
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The study of past cultures, both historic cultures with
written records and prehistoric cultures that predate the
invention of writing.

Unlike cultural anthropologists, who can interact with and talk to living people,
archaeologists rely mostly on evidence from material culture and the sites
where people lived. Such evidence includes, among many other things, the tools
that people made and used, the clothing and ornaments they wore, the buildings
they lived and worked in, the remains of the plants and animals they relied on,
and how they buried their dead.

This kind of evidence can reveal how people lived in the past. The remains of
small, temporary encampments, for example, might indicate that the people
who used them foraged their food. If the encampment had a lot of stone debris,
it was likely used as a workshop for making stone tools. A settlement with
permanent dwellings near farmable land and irrigation canals would have been
inhabited by agriculturalists.

Judging from the density of settlements and household refuse like fragments of
pots, archaeologists can estimate the population of a region at a particular time.
The size and distribution of dwellings in a settlement or region can reveal
aspects of a society’s social structure. If a few of the houses in a settlement
are much larger than most others, if they contain many more objects than other
dwellings, especially luxury items, archaeologists can conclude that some
people were wealthier than others. In contrast, if all of the houses are more or
less the same size and contain similar types and amounts of possessions,
archaeologists can infer that all of the people lived in more or less the same
fashion and were probably of equal status.

Skeletal remains can provide similar clues to social structure. Archaeologists
working at a site in Peru called Chavín de Huántar, which flourished from around
800 B.C. to 200 B.C., found evidence from skeletons that the people living close
to the site’s center ate better than those who lived on its margins. This
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evidence, combined with similar findings from other sites, suggests that Chavín
society was becoming more stratified—that is, divided into classes (Burger
1992a; 1992b).

These 3.6-million-year-old tracks of hominids walking through an ashfall from a
distant volcanic eruption in Tanzania are the first evidence of fully bipedal
locomotion in ancient humans.

What might an analysis of refuse reveal about life in a dormitory?
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Archaeologists can also tell us about people’s relationships with members of
other communities. In much of the world, indigenous trading networks supplied
people with goods and products not found in their own territories.
Archaeologists can reconstruct these trading networks by studying the
distribution of trade goods in relation to their place of origin. Similar evidence
also can trace migrations, warfare, and conquest.

Written records add enormously to our understanding of the past, but they do
not replace the need for archaeology. Archaeology provides a richer
understanding of how people lived and worked than do documents alone.
People write and keep records about what is important to them. Because the
elite members of a society are usually those who are literate, the historical
record is more likely to reflect their interests and points of view than that of
poor and marginal people. Archaeology can help correct those biases. In 1991,
construction in lower Manhattan in New York City uncovered the five-acre
African Burial Ground containing the remains of 10,000 to 20,000 enslaved and
free African Americans. Archaeologists were able to determine the diets,
health, and causes of death of many of the people buried there, documenting
the role slavery played in New York City in the early eighteenth century, a
feature of urban life previously not well known (Encyclopedia of New York
State 2008).

Archaeological methods can help address important issues in contemporary
societies. In the 1970s, the archaeologist William Rathje founded the Arizona
Garbage Project to study what Americans throw away and what happens to
this refuse. Rathje defined archaeology as the discipline that learns from
garbage (Rathje and Murphy, 1992). Among the surprising findings, fast-food
packaging actually makes up less than 1 percent of the volume of American
landfills, contrary to popular opinion and the estimates of experts. Compacted
paper takes up the most space.

Archaeology’s great chronological depth—from humanity’s origins millions of
years ago to twenty-first-century landfills—makes it particularly suited to the
study of culture change. Theories of culture change are one of the discipline’s
main concerns. For example, many archaeologists are interested in the
processes that led to the first cities thousands of years ago, and with them the
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first states—societies with centralized governments, administrative
bureaucracies, and inequalities of wealth and power.

 Watch the Video: Being an Archaeologist on
myanthrolab.com

Globalization

The global spread of humans was made possible by the
evolution of the capacity for culture and the development
and spread of the first tool traditions.

Biological Anthropology

Biological, or physical, anthropology  is the study of human origins and
contemporary biological diversity. In the popular imagination, the study of human
origins, or paleoanthropology , is probably the most visible face of biological
anthropology. Paleoanthropologists seek to decipher the fossil record—the
usually fragmentary remains of human forebears and related animals—to
understand human evolution. Paleoanthropologists have also turned to the
science of genetics and the study of DNA for clues to human origins.

biological, or physical, anthropology
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The study of human origins and contemporary biological
diversity.

paleoanthropology

The study of the fossil record, especially skeletal
remains, to understand the process and products of
human evolution.

Humans are primates; we belong, in other words, to the same order of animals
that includes monkeys and apes. DNA evidence indicates that we share a
common ancestry with gorillas and chimpanzees—our closest living relatives—
and that our evolutionary line separated from theirs in Africa between 5 million
and 8 million years ago. Working from fossil evidence, paleoanthropologists are
reconstructing the complex course of human evolution. They study changes in
the environment in which our ancestors emerged millions of years ago to
understand the adaptive benefits of the physical changes they underwent. They
study the size and structure of teeth to learn about our ancestors’ diets. And
they study the distribution of fossils worldwide to learn how and when our
ancestors migrated out of Africa and populated most of Earth.

Once humans began to create clothes, shelters, and tools appropriate for
environments from the Arctic to the tropics, they no longer depended exclusively
on their physical characteristics for survival. With language and more complex
social organization, they could enhance group survival. Thus,
paleoanthropologists are particularly interested in clues to the emergence of
human culture. Here their interests and methods overlap with those of
archaeologists as they excavate sites looking for evidence of early toolmaking in
association with fossils.
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Some physical anthropologists study nonhuman primates to gain insight into the
nature of our own species. The primatologist Jane Goodall, for example, spent
years observing the behavior of chimpanzees in the wild, and her discoveries
about their social behavior have a bearing on the origins of our own social
behavior. Goodall also found that chimpanzees can make and use rudimentary
tools.

In addition to human origins and primate social behavior, physical
anthropologists also study the interaction of biology, culture, and environment to
understand humanity’s current biological diversity. For example, the Inuit, an
indigenous people of Arctic Canada, have developed ways to clothe and shelter
themselves to survive in their harsh environment, but they also appear to have a
greater rate of blood flow to their bodily extremities in response to cold than
other people do (Itoh 1980; McElroy and Townsend 1989, 26–29). Indigenous
inhabitants of the Andes Mountains in South America have a greater than
average lung capacity, which is an adaptation to the low oxygen of their high-
altitude environment. And people from regions rich in dairy products are
genetically adapted to digest milk easily, whereas adults from regions where
milk is not a traditional part of the diet are not. These lactase-deficient adults
have digestive problems when they drink milk. Skin color also is in part an
adaptation to climatic conditions and exposure to sun, as darker skin has a
higher content of melanin, a substance that protects against overabsorption of
the sun’s harmful ultraviolet rays (Rensberger 2001, 83). We discuss the social
significance and interpretation of skin color further in Chapter 12 .

The subfield of medical anthropology  focuses on health and disease in
human populations. Medical anthropologists investigate the susceptibilities or
resistances of populations to specific diseases. They also trace the spread of
diseases within a population and from one population to another. Before the
arrival of the first Europeans and Africans in South and North America in the
sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, for example, smallpox, measles, and other
infectious diseases were unknown. As a result, Native Americans, unlike the
newcomers, had no natural immunity to the diseases. The results were
catastrophic; once exposed to the diseases, millions of Native Americans died.
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medical anthropology

A discipline that bridges cultural and biological
anthropology, focusing on health and disease in human
populations.

A reconstruction of “Lucy,” an early hominid living some 3.2 million years ago.

In contrast to the vulnerabilities of indigenous peoples of the Americas, some
populations have advantageous resistances to diseases endemic in their areas,
as the following Case Study investigates.
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Case Study Environment, Adaptation, and
Disease: Malaria and Sickle-Cell Anemia in
Africa and the United States

Study of the incidence of two diseases, malaria and sickle-cell anemia,
demonstrates how the processes of biological adaptation and culture change
can interact to affect human health.

Sickle-cell anemia is a genetic disease that causes red blood cells to have a
sickle shape rather than their normal disk shape. Sickled cells cannot hold and
transport oxygen normally. Because the disease can be fatal in those who have
inherited the recessive gene from both parents, one might expect that the
sickle-cell trait would naturally die out in a population. However, individuals who
carry one dominant and one recessive copy of the gene survive and also
happen to have immunity from another disease—malaria. Malaria is an
infectious disease spread by the Anopheles mosquito. Both diseases are
extremely debilitating and potentially fatal. And both are endemic to West
Africa, the ancestral homeland of most African Americans.
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What does this analysis of sickle-cell anemia and malaria suggest about
the relationships between biological and cultural factors in human health?

By not transporting oxygen properly and clogging organs, sickled red blood cells
cause lifelong, potentially life-threatening health problems for people with this
genetic disorder.

The genetic trait that causes sickle-cell anemia probably evolved in human
populations in West Africa about 2,400 years ago (Edelstein 1986). At the
time, dense forests covered much of West Africa. The inhabitants had lived for
millennia by hunting and collecting wild plants. The Anopheles mosquito was
present; however, because it breeds in unshaded pools of standing water, the
mostly shady conditions of the forest kept its numbers in check.

Around 2,000 years ago, however, farming peoples from East Africa began to
filter into West Africa, displacing the indigenous population and clearing
forestlands for their fields. This created the open areas with standing pools of
water in which the Anopheles mosquito thrives (Foster and Anderson 1978).
As farming spread, so did malaria. As the human population and its cattle herds
increased, so did the mosquito population and malaria.
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Those who inherit the sickle-cell gene from one parent gain some resistance to
malaria, which lessens the severity of the infection. As a result, the sickle-cell
gene has spread in malaria-stricken areas. An estimated 30 percent of West
African farmers carry the gene. The lowest incidence of the gene is among
those who live in still-forested peripheral areas of West Africa, where the
Anopheles mosquito and malaria are also less prevalent.

The adaptive advantage of the sickle-cell trait, then, is high in populations that
live in areas where malaria is prevalent but is less for those who live where the
disease is less common. In the United States, where malaria is rare, people of
West African descent have higher rates of the sickle-cell gene than do non-
Africans, but their rates are much lower than among West Africans today.

If the cultural practice of farming helped spread malaria in West Africa, diet may
contribute to the adaptive advantage of the sickle-cell gene. Common crops
grown in Africa and the West Indies, including cassava (manioc), yams,
sorghum, millet, sugarcane, and lima beans, reduce the severity of the
symptoms of sickle-cell anemia because they contain chemical compounds that
interfere with the sickling of the red blood cells. This may explain why a lower
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percentage of Africans suffer from sickle-cell anemia than do African
Americans, even though more West Africans have the sickle-cell gene. A study
revealed that Jamaicans with sickle-cell anemia had relatively mild symptoms
when they lived in Jamaica and ate a Jamaican diet, but experienced more
severe symptoms when they migrated to the United States or Britain and
changed their eating habits (Frisancho 1981).  Read the Document on
myanthrolab.com

View the Map Distribution of Sickle Cell Trait on
myanthrolab.com

Review
Anthropology has four subfields: cultural anthropology, linguistic
anthropology, archaeology, and biological (or physical) anthropology.
Because we all are prone to be ethnocentric, cultural anthropologists
adopt the method of ethnography and the perspective of cultural
relativism to avoid being judgmental of other cultures. The work of
linguistic anthropologists and archaeologists sheds light on culture
change, and subdisciplines such as medical anthropology combine
biological and cultural anthropology.

Applied Anthropology
Applied anthropology  intersects with and draws from the four major
subfields. Indeed, many anthropologists regard applied anthropology as a fifth
subfield of anthropology. Applied anthropologists employ anthropological
understandings and perspectives to work outside traditional academic settings.
For example, some biological anthropologists work as 
forensic anthropologists , applying their knowledge of human anatomy to
help solve crimes. Working for police departments, the Federal Bureau of
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Investigation (FBI), and other law enforcement agencies, forensic
anthropologists can help determine the cause of death by examining a victim’s
remains and the physical evidence found at a crime scene. Forensic
anthropologists’ knowledge of skeletal anatomy, blood types, and biochemical
markers in the blood can also help identify a victim and provide leads to
suspects. Forensic anthropologists have also been asked to study human
remains for evidence of human rights abuses that occur during wars and civil
conflicts.

applied anthropology

An area of anthropology that applies the techniques and
theories of the field to problem solving outside of
traditional academic settings.

forensic anthropologists

Biological anthropologists who analyze human remains
in the service of criminal justice and families of disaster
victims.

Many government agencies, such as the FBI’s behavioral science unit Violent
Criminal Apprehension Program (ViCAP), employ forensic anthropologists.
Forensic anthropologists and archaeologists also work for the Central
Identification Laboratory—Hawaii (CILHI). Members of CILHI have traveled to
Vietnam and Korea to find the remains of downed airplanes in attempts to
identify people missing in action (MIAs) from the Vietnam and Korean wars.
Forensic anthropologists also helped identify remains of victims of the terrorist
attacks on the World Trade Center in New York City.
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Applied archaeology has grown with federal and state laws that protect
archaeological sites and materials, which has led to the creation of the field of 
cultural resource management (CRM) . Laws now require archaeological
surveys in advance of many highway and other construction projects to assess
their impact on archaeological sites. The need for these assessments has given
rise to contract archaeology , in which archaeologists are hired to do this
kind of research.

cultural resource management (CRM)

The application of archaeology to preserve and protect
historic structures and prehistoric sites.

contract archaeology

The application of archaeology to assess the potential
impact of construction on archaeological sites and to
salvage archaeological evidence.

Globalization

Anthropology-based advocacy centers on protecting and
preserving the native cultures of small-scale societies that
share these goals from the impacts of globalization.

Archaeologists’ findings about the past can also be used to solve contemporary
problems. Archaeologists working around Lake Titicaca in the Andes of South
America, for example, discovered an ancient and productive method of

98



cultivation that had fallen into disuse. They helped reintroduce this method to
local farmers, which substantially increased their yields.

Some linguistic anthropologists apply their skills to preserve indigenous
languages. They may work with native speakers to prepare dictionaries,
grammars, and other aids for use in language classes and schools. Their work
helps indigenous communities counter the rapid decline in the number of people
who speak local languages. Collecting data from speakers of endangered
languages is a fieldwork priority for linguistic anthropologists.

Cultural anthropologists complete applied anthropology work in nonacademic
settings, such as government agencies, nongovernment organizations,
charitable foundations, and private companies. Some help shape the policies of
city, state, and federal agencies that deliver services to local communities; for
example, they may advise on the best ways to

Anthropology Applied

Cultural Survival
Cultural anthropologists sometimes help indigenous communities improve
their economic conditions, adapt to change, and preserve their traditions.
They help communities find ways to use their resources productively
while protecting their environment and cultural heritage. Some
anthropologists have also helped protect indigenous peoples’ rights to
land and resources and their rights to continue cultural practices.
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Cultural Survival is an organization founded by anthropologists that
promotes the rights, voices, and visions of indigenous peoples around the
world. The organization deals with conflict and migration, cultural
preservation, improvement of health care, indigenous economic
enterprises, law and self-determination, and the preservation of natural
resources. Its initiatives include publications to publicize issues and share

100



news, indigenous curricula, fair trade stores and exchanges such as the
Coffee Alliance, legal defense, and an indigenous action network.

Not all applied anthropology concerns native peoples and their cultural
survival, however. Some cultural anthropologists advise government
agencies and private companies on how to overcome resistance from
indigenous and rural communities to policies and projects that benefit
national governments and private concerns but threaten indigenous rights
and resources.
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Critical Thinking Question
How can anthropological research affect public policy, private
enterprise, and advocacy for indigenous peoples?

contact different populations in a community to deliver services. These may be
health care services, such as vaccinations, legal aid services, or preschool and
other educational opportunities for children. Cultural anthropologists work in
research firms and think tanks to solve social problems. They also help
communities, companies, and organizations to resolve management disputes
and conflicts. They help resolve labor and workplace issues and work for courts
to develop and implement alternative sentencing programs for offenders.

Anthropologists may act as advocates and testify in courts to support native
claims to land or other benefits or rights, and may help indigenous people
present their history and culture from a native perspective. Cultural Survival, for
example, helps native peoples in Ecuador, Peru, and Brazil protect their
interests in the face of globalization.

Medical anthropologists may help preserve traditional medical practices and
pharmaceuticals, and encourage practitioners of both traditional and Western
medicine to understand the physical and psychological benefits of both medical
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models for developing treatment procedures that combine both forms of
medicine.

How might Western pharmaceutical companies employ the services of
anthropologists?

Anthropologists who work for industries and corporations analyze workplace
interactions to suggest improvements in the working environment and worker
productivity. Anthropologists may provide sensitivity training for American
businesspeople planning to meet overseas with their foreign counterparts.
Anthropologists even study consumer habits to help companies increase sales
or develop new products and services. For example, Canon employed a team
of anthropologists to study the kinds of pictures and notes that families create
and affix to their walls and refrigerators. The company used the findings to
develop Canon Creative software, which allows families to make their own
greeting cards, posters, and T-shirts, and thus increased printer sales (Hafner
1999).

 Watch the Video: Career Videos on myanthrolab.com

Review
Applied anthropology is the practical use of all four subfields of
anthropology outside academia. Applied anthropology includes forensic
anthropologists, workers in cultural resource management, contract
archaeologists, and linguistic and cultural anthropologists. All applied
anthropologists use their training in other fields of anthropology.

 Study and Review on myanthrolab.com
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Chapter Summary

The Study of Humanity
Anthropology is the study of humanity, from its evolutionary origins millions of
years ago to today’s worldwide diversity of peoples and cultures.
Three features distinguish anthropology from other social sciences: a focus
on the concept of culture, a holistic perspective, and a comparative
perspective.
Culture is the constellation of learned values, beliefs, and rules of conduct
that members of a society share. Culture change and globalization are
important subjects of anthropological research.
Anthropology’s holistic perspective focuses on culture as an integrated
whole, the various features and patterns of which can only be understood in
relation to one another.
Anthropology’s comparative perspective is based on cultural data drawn
from societies throughout the world and from throughout human history,
documenting the diversity of human culture in an attempt to understand
common patterns in people’s adaptations to their environments and their
unique cultural institutions.

The Four Subfields of Anthropology
Cultural anthropology is the comparative study of living and recent cultures.
Cultural anthropologists use ethnographic fieldwork and the perspective of
cultural relativism.
Linguistic anthropology is the study of language in its cultural and historical
context. It includes the study of languages of indigenous peoples, language
change, and the relationships between language and other aspects of
culture, thought, and belief.
Archaeology is the study of past cultures. Archaeologists study historic
cultures with written records and prehistoric cultures whose lives can be
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inferred from material artifacts, settlement patterns, and remains of foods
and tools.
Biological anthropology is the study of human origins, using the fossil record
to understand human evolution. Some biological anthropologists study the
biological diversity of contemporary human populations.

Applied Anthropology
Applied anthropology intersects with and draws from all of the major
subdisciplines in anthropology to study and help solve contemporary
problems in communities, government, and businesses.

Review Questions
1. What features distinguish anthropology from other social and behavioral

sciences? Why are the concepts of culture and culture change important
in anthropology?

2. Why is globalization a major concern in anthropology today? How does
culture change relate to globalization?

3. Why does anthropology use the holistic and comparative perspectives?
4. How does each of the four subfields of anthropology seek to fulfill

anthropology’s mission?
5. How do cultural anthropologists conduct research? What are some of the

goals they try to achieve?
6. Why is cultural relativism important in studying other cultures? How does

cultural relativism differ from ethical relativism?
7. What can linguistic anthropologists and archaeologists learn about

symbolic and material culture?
8. How do diseases like sickle-cell anemia and malaria highlight the

relationship between biology and culture?
9. How can research in each of the subfields of anthropology help solve

problems and make policy?
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MyAnthroLab Connections

Watch. Listen. View. Explore. Read. MyAnthroLab is designed
just for you. Each chapter features a customized study plan to
help you learn and review key concepts and terms. Dynamic
visual activities, videos, and readings found in the multimedia
library will enhance your learning experience.

Resources from this chapter
 Watch on myanthrolab.com

The Fields of Anthropology
Relativity
Being an Archaeologist
Career Videos

 View on myanthrolab.com

Distribution of Sickle Cell Trait

 Explore on myanthrolab.com In MySearchLab, enter the
Anthropology database to find relevant and recent scholarly and
popular press publications. For this chapter, enter the following
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Are Ethnographies “Just-So” Stories? by Paul Durrenberger
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Chapter 2 The Nature of Culture
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Preview
What is culture? What features are usually included in definitions of culture?
What elements of culture are regarded as universal, and why?
How can members of a society both share and not share culture?
How is culture learned and transmitted?
How can culture be both adaptive and maladaptive?
What are some forces of cultural integration?
How is culture based on symbols?
How do cultures change from within and through contact?
What are the dynamics of global culture change today?

At the beginning there was on the earth only a single man; he had neither
house nor tent, for at that time the winter was not cold, and the summer
was not hot; the wind did not blow so violently, and there fell neither
snow nor rain; the tea grew of itself on the mountains, and the flocks had
nothing to fear from beasts of prey. This man had three children, who
lived a long time with him, nourishing themselves on milk and fruits. After
having attained to a great age, this man died. The three children
deliberated what they should do with the body of their father, and they
could not agree about it; one wished to put him in a coffin, the other
wanted to burn him, the third thought it would be best to expose the body
on the summit of a mountain. They resolved then to divide it into three
parts. The eldest had the body and arms; he was the ancestor of the
great Chinese family, and that is why his descendants have become
celebrated in arts and industry, and are remarkable for their tricks and
stratagems. The second son had the breast; he was the father of the
Tibetan family, and they are full of heart and courage, and do not fear
death. From the third, who had inferior parts of the body, are descended
the Tartars, who are simple and timid, without head or heart, and who
know nothing but how to keep themselves firm in their saddles.
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From David L. Snellgrove and Hugh Richardson, A Cultural History of Tibet. © 2003
Orchid Press, reprinted by permission of the publisher.

 Listen to the Chapter Audio on myanthrolab.com

 Read on myanthrolab.com

This Tibetan narrative, describing the origin of the Tibetan
people and two ethnic groups who live near them, tells us
much about Tibetan attitudes toward themselves and other
peoples. These attitudes are part of the core of Tibetan
culture, that is, Tibetans’ understanding of the world, its
origins, and the people who inhabit it. In the beginning, the
story depicts the world as an idyllic, peaceful place, without
harsh weather and hardship. The Tibetans and their
neighbors descend from the same founder. But the story also
tells us what qualities the Tibetans believe differentiate them
from others. They praise the Chinese for their arts and
accomplishments but disapprove of their trickery. They are
disparaging and condescending toward the Tartars. And they
think of themselves as people of courage and kindness.

The narrative also gives us information about burial practices.
Each brother advocated a method of burial that is practiced in
different societies around the world: interment in the ground,
cremation, and exposure to the elements. These practices are
aspects of culture, how people organize their lives. The story
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thus provides insight into features of Tibetan culture. We learn
about how Tibetans view themselves and their neighbors,
how they think about their relationships with other groups, and
some practices they engage in. In this chapter, we will explore
what culture is and how cultural practices and attitudes
change.

What is Culture?
Chapter 1  proposed a basic definition of culture: the behaviors, values, and
attitudes shared by a group of people. This chapter expands on this definition.
Although defining what culture is may sound like a simple task, anthropologists
have struggled to define and specify culture since the late nineteenth century,
when anthropology was established as a discipline. The British social
anthropologist Edward Tylor was the first to attempt a formal definition. Writing
in Primitive Culture in 1871, he stated, “Culture is that complex whole which
includes knowledge, belief, art, morals, law, custom, and any other capabilities
and habits acquired by man as a member of society.”

To what extent is culture shared? For example, what could you say about
“American” attitudes toward self and others and “American” ways of
organizing life?

Tylor’s definition captures several significant features that most definitions of
culture include today. It focuses on the holistic quality of culture (“that complex
whole”) and embraces all the activities, attitudes, and beliefs of human beings.
Significantly, these are traits people “acquire.” That is, people’s attitudes,
beliefs, and ways of acting are learned rather than inherited, instinctual, or
automatic. Finally, Tylor stressed that people acquire culture “as a member of
society.” People live and interact with other people, learning skills and attitudes
from them, and in turn transmitting their knowledge and beliefs to others.

Since Tylor, anthropologists have expanded on and refined the definition of
culture innumerable times. By the 1950s, Alfred Kroeber and Clyde Kluckhohn
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had collected more than one hundred definitions, and all differ according to their
focus and the theoretical orientation that underlies them (Kroeber and
Kluckhohn 1952). Nevertheless, all the definitions include statements about
human behavior and activities in families, groups, and communities, and about
people’s selectively shared knowledge, attitudes, values, and beliefs.

The cultural knowledge of these Sami includes everything there is to know about
reindeer, living in the Arctic, and coping with citizenship in the modern state
society of Norway.

As we shall see, anthropologists use the term “culture” in two distinct senses
(Sewall 2008, 42). In one meaning, “culture” refers to a set of beliefs and
practices that are analyzed and abstracted from people’s actual lived
experiences. The second meaning of “culture” refers to a particular identifiable
group of people (a “society”) who, to varying degrees, share or participate in
social life.

Cultural knowledge  refers to the information people have that enables them
to function in their social and physical environments. Some of this information is
practical—how to make a living, what kinds of clothes to wear and shelters to
build, and so on. Other cultural knowledge is less obvious—for example, people
share knowledge about the world, why people do the things they do, what a

114



person can expect from others, and so on. This kind of cultural knowledge is
expressed in people’s attitudes, values, and beliefs, including ethical values
about what is right and wrong and what is proper and improper behavior.
Cultural knowledge thus includes religious beliefs and scientific theories about
the past, the world, people and their origins, and people’s relationships to
plants, animals, and the natural world.

cultural knowledge

Information that enables people to function in their
society and contributes to the survival of the society as
a whole.

In addition to cultural knowledge, social and cultural skills are included in the
definition of culture, such as the activities and practices that people engage in to
obtain their food, clothe and shelter themselves, and make or procure goods
needed for their households. Cultural behaviors include the ways that people
organize themselves to provide leadership, make decisions, and carry out
communal activities. In all societies, people need to develop modes of
subsistence and economic exchange, methods of social control and conflict
resolution, and principles of leadership and governance. They need to organize
families and provide for child care and socialization. Other aspects of culture,
such as religion and artistic expression, are also part of the human experience.
People share similar basic societal needs with members of other societies, but
the strategies and institutions they develop to satisfy or cope with those needs
vary.

Thus, people in all societies have their own specific thoughts (cultural
knowledge) and behaviors (cultural skills) that vary from group to group.
Although each society is unique, they all share similarities with others. In today’s
world, cultural influences are spreading in the context of global processes that
include ways of organizing economies, purchasing goods and services, and
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communicating through the arts, travel, and the Internet. Elements of this global
culture emanate from many parts of the world. Although Europe and the United
States provide powerful centers for this global culture, economic, political, and
artistic influences also come from Asia, Africa, and Latin America as well.

What is global culture? This question is widely debated among social
scientists. What thoughts, behaviors, tools, and skills do you identify as
making up today’s global culture?

Review
Culture includes cultural knowledge (people’s ideas, attitudes, beliefs,
and values) and cultural skills (people’s activities and behaviors for living
and organizing their lives). People’s thoughts and behaviors are mutually
reinforcing. Some aspects of culture deal with concrete knowledge, such
as what food to eat, how to build a shelter, and what clothes to wear.
Other aspects of culture deal with abstract ideas, such as how people
are expected to behave, what attitudes are appropriate in given
situations, and value systems. Concrete and abstract components of
culture and their behavioral analogs are present in all human societies. At
the same time that each culture is unique, a developing and expanding
global culture also spreads economic, political, and aesthetic influences
throughout the world.

Characteristics of Culture
Although each society is unique, a number of characteristics in their organization
and functioning are universal. To begin, any culture is a product of a group of
people who share and transmit some basic attitudes and assumptions about the
world. In addition, aspects of culture tend to interrelate and function together
with some consistency to form a coherent system of behaviors and beliefs.
Through their cultures, people adapt to their life situations and to changes in
their social and physical environments. Anthropologists often state that culture is
shared, learned, adaptive, and integrated. And although these general principles
make sense, as we shall see, they are not entirely unproblematic. Perhaps we
can also state that cultures consist of a constellation of shared meanings and
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that these meanings are reflected in and reinforced by the behaviors in which
people engage. Furthermore, meaning is both produced and interpreted by
members in their interactions with one another. That is, culture is both meaning
and practice.

Culture Is Shared

Humans are by nature social creatures; that is, we do not live as individuals
alone. Rather, we live with other people in families, households, and
communities of various sizes and relationships. The way we behave, our
attitudes about right and wrong, our ideas about the world we live in are all
formed through our interactions with others. We do not act alone, and we do
not have ideas all to ourselves. Together with these other people, we are
societies. As defined in Chapter 1 , a society is a group of people who live
within an acknowledged territory, who could potentially interact with one
another, and who share certain practices and values. Societies are held
together by social structures that organize family life, means of making a living,
and ways of arriving at decisions and establishing methods of leadership.

However, to say that culture is shared is not to say that all members of a
particular society have exactly the same attitudes and do exactly the same
things in the same way. Rather, the general principles of culture may be shared
but there may be many differences in how people experience and think about
their lives. For example, not all Americans vote or believe that voting is
efficacious, but most would staunchly defend everyone’s right to vote. Thus,
voting is included in the broad cultural conception of legitimate governance in the
United States.

Societies can function as groups to minimize conflicts because their members
agree about the basic parameters of living. If this were not so, people would not
be able to coordinate their activities or agree on what to do next. And even
though they might speak the same language, they would not be able to
accurately interpret each other’s meanings and intentions if they did not share
basic cultural assumptions about the world. These shared assumptions, or 
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cultural models , form a background ideology in terms of which behavior
becomes relatively coherent and consistent.

cultural models

Shared assumptions that people have about the world
and about the ideal culture.

Despite cultural models, there are disagreements and conflicts within any
community. In all communities, some people are more fully committed to general
societal norms than others. Societal norms  are sets of commonly held
expectations and attitudes that people have about appropriate behavior.
Although these norms are generally held to be valid within each culture, not
everyone acts in accordance with them.

norms

Sets of expectations and attitudes that people have
about appropriate behavior.

Deviance from expected and appropriate behavior occurs in every community.
Some types of deviance are tolerated whereas others are not. In fact, behavior
that may be considered deviant within a community as a whole may be a
marker of identity for a particular group. For example, body piercings or
tattooing might violate adult conceptions of beauty, but teenagers may engage
in these physical alterations to conform to youthful standards. Violent behavior
such as assault and murder are deviant acts that are not tolerated in most
societies. Other kinds of violence that occur within the family, though, such as
spousal abuse, may be tolerated, even if not condoned.
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This young woman was photographed in traditional Burkina Faso garb with her
aunt.

People occupying different social roles and statuses may hold opposing views
about the existing social order and prevailing cultural norms. For example, age
may be a factor in the way people organize their lives and in the kinds of
attitudes that they hold. Younger and older people have different experiences
and different frames of reference. Opposing activities and norms for older and
younger people may be relatively stable, though; that is, as younger people
age, they adopt the lifestyles and norms of their elders. Differences between
the young and the old may also signal ongoing social and culture change, if
young people introduce new ways of living as they replace their elders through
the normal aging process.

Gender differences are another common source of distinctions in people’s
activities and attitudes. Issues of gender will be explored in depth in 
Chapter 10 , but here we can note that gender is a complex cultural concept
through which people assign particular roles and convey particular attitudes.
Gender as a social construct differs from sex, which is a biological attribute. In
most societies, women and men usually have certain specific tasks that they
fulfill in their homes and communities. The relationships between men and
women in the family and in the public sphere influence the ways they experience
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their lives. For example, men and women are likely to have different ideas about
their rights and responsibilities, depending on which gender is the dominant
decision maker and authority in the household. Women who have the major
share of the household and child-rearing responsibilities may feel burdened and
restricted, or they may feel challenged and fulfilled. In societies that sanction
violence against women and permit men to abuse their wives, women’s
experience of household life certainly contrasts sharply with men’s.

In the diverse society of Bolivia, this peasant woman of the Andes does not fully
share the same culture as her counterpart in La Paz, the capital.

Like differences in age and gender, other status differences in society result in
incomplete sharing of culture. Such differences also may be a source of social
tension and cultural disagreement. For example, members of elite groups may
reap greater economic and social benefits from the way in which society is
structured than do members of marginalized or oppressed groups. Although
differences of experiences, attitudes, and opinions vary within all societies, such
differences are likely to be sharper in complex, heterogeneous societies than in
small, relatively homogeneous ones where people interact more personally with
one another. Class, race, or ethnicity may segment large societies, creating
group cultural distinctions in how people organize their lives. In addition, people

120



who belong to different religions may apply different philosophical orientations
and moral principles to their daily lives.

Thus, members of different groups in stratified societies may have different
attitudes and values. For example, when economists and politicians in the
United States tell us that the economy is booming, this does not mean that
everyone is doing well. The wealthy and those who own shares on the stock
market experience an economic boom very differently from workers whose
factories have been relocated abroad, or from people on welfare. Thus, a
culture is not fully shared in a diverse society.

Differences in social groups and in the ways that members of distinct groups
live may remain relatively stable for long periods of time. However, tensions and
struggles over cultural norms and values may lead to significant societal
changes.

In addition to differences derived from distinct social roles and statuses, some
societies contain groups that participate in identifiable subcultures. A 
subculture  is a group of people who think of themselves, and are thought of
by others, as different in a significant way from the majority of people living in
the society. Members of subcultures interact more frequently among themselves
than with “outsiders,” and share attitudes and practices that distinguish them
from other groups.

subculture

A group whose members and others think of their way
of life as different in some significant way from that of
other people in the larger society.
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Hasidic families are an American urban subculture among many in New York
City. Their subculture is distinguished through ethnic background and religious
beliefs and practices.

In complex, multiethnic societies, including American society, ethnic groups may
comprise subcultures, especially if members retain allegiance to their native
country, use their native language, and observe ethnic food, preferences, and
family relations. Some occupational groups may also function as subcultures.
For example, police officers may work and socialize together, have shared
vocabulary, and share expectations of life patterns, cooperation, and mutual aid.

All of these sources of difference modify our understanding of culture as a
constellation of shared behaviors and beliefs. Still, when people interact within
the same society, they must share some basic premises about social order and
social values. If they did not, community cohesion would disintegrate, and the
groups within the society would separate.
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People can acquire any culture if they are raised in it, just as people can learn
any language.

Culture Is Learned

Culture is transmitted from generation to generation and is learned mainly in
childhood and during maturation. We learn not only our behavior but also our
attitudes and values. The ability to acquire culture in this way makes humans
highly adaptable to different cultural environments. Humans are born with a
potential to learn whatever knowledge and skills are practiced in their
communities. They do this through the process of enculturation —learning
one’s culture through informal observation and formal instruction, beginning in
earliest childhood. Children learn the culture that they are exposed to, as the
Case Study “Daughter from Danang” illustrates. We all can acquire any culture
if we are raised in it, just as most people can learn any language. Through
these processes of exposure and learning, people acquire their culture and
transmit it to others. Chapter 5  further explores the topic of enculturation.
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enculturation

Process of learning one’s culture through informal
observation and formal instruction.

 Watch the Video: Anthropology of Childhood on
myanthrolab.com

Case Study Daughter from Danang
Mai Thi Hiep was born in Danang, Vietnam, in 1968. She was the daughter of a
Vietnamese mother and an American soldier who had abandoned Hiep’s mother
when she became pregnant. In 1975, her Vietnamese mother, troubled by the
chaos of war, participated in “Operation Babylift,” an American government
program that placed racially mixed children from Vietnam for adoption in the
United States, wanting to protect her child and expecting her to be returned
later. Hiep’s mother also feared reprisals from Vietnamese angered by the U.S.
intervention in Vietnam.
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At age seven, Hiep was sent to the United States, where a single woman
adopted her. Hiep became Heidi and grew up in the small town of Pulaski,
Tennessee. Heidi recalls that her adoptive mother advised her not to tell people
that she was Vietnamese because of the racial climate in Pulaski. Heidi learned
to think of herself as American. She forgot her native language quickly because
she had no other Vietnamese people to speak with, and acquired all of the
tastes and attitudes of American teenagers. By 1997, Heidi had married an
American serviceman and became the mother of two young daughters.

Heidi longed to reconnect to her birth mother and to her Vietnamese family. By
an odd coincidence, Heidi and her mother were contacting various agencies at
about the same time, trying to find one another. Heidi located her mother and
arranged for Heidi to visit her family in Danang. Before the trip, Heidi spoke of
“going home.” It was “. . . going to be so healing for us. It would make all those
bad memories [of war and separation] go away.”
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Reuniting with her Vietnamese family was deeply moving, but Heidi found the
sights and sounds of Vietnam strange. She was shocked by the poverty of
people on the streets and of her own family. At the first dinner, she did not know
the etiquette of how to eat (dipping food from common plates into sauces rather
than the American custom of placing a quantity of food on one’s own plate), and
was not used to the spiciness of the cooking. Within a few days, more problems
surfaced. Heidi’s mother never left her alone, holding her hand as they walked
through the streets, touching and hugging her whenever she could. Although
Heidi began to “. . . feel a little smothered,” she was also a little “jealous” of the
“love and unity” characteristic of Vietnamese kinship ties.

Her mother asked Heidi to help a sister who was extremely poor. Heidi gave her
money, but when her sister asked for more, Heidi felt “insulted . . . I didn’t come
here to be anybody’s salvation, I came here to be reunited.” This was not what
she had imagined. She wanted to “escape back to the world I feel comfortable
in.” For Heidi, love and asking for financial support were incompatible needs, but
to her Vietnamese kin, asking for money didn’t lessen the integrity of their love.

Before Heidi’s departure, their final meeting revealed the stark contrasts
between Heidi’s expectations and those of her family. Her brother began to talk
about their mother’s advancing age and her need for material and emotional
support. He said that, for twenty-two years, “. . . we, your siblings, have been
taking care of our mother. We hope that now you will assume your filial
responsibility toward her,” meaning to send money monthly. Again, Heidi was
shocked, but her mother understood her negative reaction to this direct request
for financial help: “What does she know about the Vietnamese notion of love
and emotion? She’s used to living in a different way.” Heidi’s brother added,
“We are trying to understand your situation and we hope you’ll try to understand
ours. . . . As a Vietnamese, I thought what I said was normal.” Although
saddened by her family’s situation, Heidi could not respond the way they
expected. “It’s not how I wanted it to be.”

From a cultural perspective, the complex, conflicting expectations of both Heidi
and her Vietnamese relatives were understandable and appropriate, given the
cultural contexts in which each lived and the attitudes and values that they had
learned. Although Heidi was born Vietnamese, she had become an American.
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Because her family remembered her as the child known as Hiep, they expected
her to conform to their own system of values. Heidi interpreted her family’s
expectations through the lens of American culture because most of her
socialization had been in the United States.

This story demonstrates how cultural learning molds people to regard their
society’s practices and values as normal and natural. Understanding other
people’s reactions from their own perspective requires insight and empathy.

From Daughter from Danang, PBS American Experience. Directed by Gail Dolgin and Vicente

Franco. © 2003 PBS.  Read the Document on myanthrolab.com

Although most human cultural behavior is the result of learning, this behavior is
also influenced by inherited drives as well as acquired needs. People must fulfill
important physical and survival needs, just like all living creatures. People need
to eat, drink, sleep, eliminate body wastes, and engage in sexual activity. And,
like other primates, people also need to interact with one another to obtain food
and protection. Culture intervenes and influences the ways in which people
satisfy these needs.

For example, each culture has attitudes about what kinds of foods are edible
and suitable for human consumption. People do not eat everything that is edible
in their environment; they select some foods and reject others, expressing these
choices as preferences and prohibitions, or taboos . In the United States and
Canada, most people consider eating insects distasteful, but many peoples of
Australia, Asia, Mexico, and Africa consider insects a delicacy. The Maasai of
Kenya and northern Tanzania drink the blood of their cattle. Koreans farm
puppies for meat. Religion-based taboos forbidding Hindus to eat beef and
forbidding Muslims and Jews to eat pork further illustrate the mediation of
survival needs through culture. Further, people also have norms about how
many meals to have, when to eat them, and which kinds of foods to eat at each
meal.

taboos
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Norms specifying behaviors that are prohibited in a
culture.

How many meals do you eat in a day, and at what times? What kinds of
foods do you eat at each meal? If you ate eggs at different mealtimes,
how might you prepare them differently for each meal, and why? What
do your answers to these questions reveal about your cultural norms and
values?

Although all people need to sleep, they normally do so at a culturally prescribed
time and place. No matter how tired you are at work, it would probably be
inappropriate to lie down on the floor or your desk to sleep. People follow
culturally prescribed rules about where and when to eliminate body wastes.
Most people are taught not to urinate or defecate in public under any
circumstances, for example. In fact, doing so may be a criminal offense. All
cultures also have norms about when and how to satisfy sexual urges
appropriately. These norms include strong taboos that prohibit sexual relations
between parents and their children and between siblings.

Societies enculturate children in culturally specific ways. In many societies,
children are expected to learn skills informally by observation and imitation. That
is, they watch and observe their parents or other elders and learn by trying to
do the same thing. Adults may offer guidance, but, for the most part, the child
learns by doing and is an active participant in the process. This type of learning
takes place in all communities in some contexts, but training and education also
take place in formal settings such as schools in some societies.

Casual observation of others as they interact informally also plays a role in
enculturation. Through observation, children learn attitudes: They hear what
people have to say about themselves and others, and what they think of other
people’s behavior. They listen to people express their beliefs about the world.
Through these conversations and interactions, children learn what is valued and
what is criticized by members of the community. In these contexts, they thus
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gain a sense of personal identity as well as a sense of the world and their place
in it.

Culture Is Adaptive

When anthropologists say that culture is adaptive, they are usually referring to
behaviors and beliefs that respond to environmental constraints and
opportunities that ensure a community’s survival. People must adapt to their
environment, and culture is their chief mechanism of adaptation. Because of
their capacity for adaptation, humans can survive in nearly any environment.
Further, people can modify their environments and create artificial ones to
enhance survival. Cultural adaptations often involve technological innovation and
the elaboration of material culture. For example, people living on islands or
along coasts construct rafts, canoes, and boats to cross rivers, bays, and
oceans, and people everywhere make a vast array of tools and equipment to
help them obtain food and perform other kinds of subsistence tasks. The tools
and practices that enable people to satisfy their survival and adaptation needs
make up what is called a cultural core .

cultural core

Practices by which people organize their work and
produce food and other goods necessary for their
survival.

Although adaptation through culture is a fundamental and universal process, not
all cultural practices are adaptive. Some practices may be maladaptive or have
unintended negative consequences as circumstances change. Sometimes
solving one problem may lead to new, unforeseen problems.
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The archaeological record gives us some clues about how agricultural
techniques that turned out to have unforeseen negative consequences
contributed to the decline of several large and prosperous ancient cultures in
both the Eastern and Western Hemispheres. For example, Sumer in ancient
Mesopotamia (what is now southern Iraq) had developed large city-states by
3000 B.C. The Sumerian economy was based on intensive farming, made
possible by extensive irrigation systems that channeled water from the Tigris
and Euphrates rivers to fields. Sumerian farmers produced a greater yield of
crops than farmers in the region produce today (Sasson 1995).

Over time, crop yields declined. One reason for the eventual fall of Sumerian
civilization was that intensive irrigation increased salinization, or salt content, in
the soil. As the land deteriorated, Sumer was no longer able to support large
populations without a decline in living standards (Peregrine 2003).

This cropduster’s payload is carefully regulated because chemical fertilizers
may contaminate food and deplete land productivity in the long term.
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The Industrial Revolution provides a more recent example of unintended
negative consequences. Industry’s ability to supply millions of people with an
ever-increasing amount and variety of products has led to pollution,
contamination, and overexploitation of natural resources and nonrenewable
energy resources. Many practices, like the heavy reliance on chemical fertilizers
and pesticides commonly used in industrial agriculture, are maladaptive in the
long run, although they may increase productivity in the short term.

Thus, the idea that culture is adaptive needs to be considered in context. That
is, a particular practice may be adaptive in one situation but not in another. For
instance, farming techniques used in temperate climates to increase crop yields
may be counterproductive in the Amazon rain forest because the topsoil there is
too thin and relatively infertile to sustain them. This is exactly what is happening
in parts of the Amazon today, where environmentally inappropriate farming
techniques are harming the long-term viability of the soil (Schmink and Wood
1992).

Case Study Maladaptive Adaptations: Kuru and
Mad Cow
In 1910, a new disease appeared among the South Fore (pronounced For’ray),
a farming people of New Guinea. This progressive disease, called kuru
(meaning “trembling” or “fear” in the Fore language), affects the central nervous
system and slowly leads to complete physical incapacitation and death. Victims
gradually become unable to sit or walk unaided, focus their eyes, speak clearly,
or even swallow. Death usually occurs six to twelve months after the onset of
symptoms, although some people may survive as long as two years.
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Investigation of the spread of kuru during the 1950s led to suspicion that it
correlated with ritual cannibalism by women. In Fore society, as elsewhere in
New Guinea, women are the primary farmers, growing sweet potatoes, yams,
and other vegetables. They also care for the domesticated pigs each household
keeps. Men clear the fields and hunt, but do little farm labor. Women live in
small huts with their children and pigs, and men reside communally in a “men’s
house,” eating and sleeping away from their families. Fore culture emphasizes
concepts of pollution and danger, against which rituals serve as antidotes. This
includes the belief that women pose a threat to male strength and vitality. Men
and women also participate in different social and ceremonial activities.

In the early 1900s, South Fore women began practicing cannibalism as part of
their mourning ceremonies when a female relative died. This ritual involved
eating the brains and body parts of the deceased kin. According to
anthropologist Shirley Lindenbaum (1979), this practice had some adaptive
value because it provided needed protein, particularly for women. As the
population increased and more land came under cultivation, sources of animal
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protein had declined. In addition, men had access to more high-quality protein
than women because they claimed greater rights to the pigs. They believed that
other sources of protein, such as insects, frogs, and small mammals, were not
only unfit for men but might threaten their health and vigor. Thus, women may
have turned to cannibalism to secure more protein.

When a South Fore woman died, her female relatives dismembered her body
and ate it. Some of the meat was given to children of either sex, but adult men
rarely ate it because of the belief that contact with women (and, logically, eating
their flesh) was dangerous and polluting. The Fore did not associate
cannibalism with kuru, but they were alarmed by the high incidence of the
disease, particularly among women. They attributed kuru to sorcery, a common
cause of illness and death in their belief system. When someone died of kuru,
kinspeople tried to identify the evildoer, usually accusing someone who might
have had reason to wish the victim harm.

Between 1957 and 1968, when the disease was at its height, about 1,000
people died in the South Fore population of 8,000. The fact that nearly all the
deaths were of adult women added to the social and economic burden,
because women produced the crops, tended the pigs, and gave birth. In some
villages, nearly half of the adult female deaths and nearly all of the deaths of
children between ages 5 and 16 were due to kuru (Foster and Anderson
1978).

133



The riddle of kuru was not solved until the late 1960s, when the anthropologist-
virologist Carlton Gajdusek discovered that the disease was transmitted by a
prion, the same kind of agent responsible for mad cow disease. Prions, slow-
acting proteins that attack and destroy brain tissue, remain dormant for years
after they are ingested but eventually cause progressive damage to the brain.
Thus, when South Fore women and children ate the brains of their female
relatives, they unknowingly ingested the cause of their own deaths. The
incidence of kuru began to decline after the Australian colonial administration in
New Guinea persuaded the Fore to give up ritual cannibalism.

The Fore had adopted a maladaptive practice. Similarly, the spread of mad cow
disease in Britain in the 1980s and 1990s resulted from a procedure that
seemed financially beneficial in the short term but ultimately proved disastrous.
Companies began to use bonemeal derived from sheep brains as cheap protein
filler for cattle feed. However, some of the bonemeal was infected with a
disease called scrapie, caused by agents of the family of prions similar to those
that caused kuru. When cattle ate the infected bonemeal, they developed
symptoms similar to those manifested by the Fore.
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Once mad cow disease became known and its source identified, more than
140,000 cows in Britain had to be slaughtered to prevent the disease from
spreading. In 1996, some people in Britain who died of a prion-caused disease
now identified as CreutzfeldtJakob disease were thought to have become sick
after eating beef infected with mad cow disease. As a consequence, more
British cattle were slaughtered to stem a potential epidemic. The European
Union banned the export of British beef from 1996 to 1999, and nearly half of
the country’s 11 million cattle were destroyed. Some British cattle imported into
Canada and the United States also were destroyed.

The U.S. Department of Agriculture now bars importation of cattle and many
cattle by-products from Britain and most other European nations. The Food and
Drug Administration has also banned the use of beef proteins or hormonal
extracts from cattle organs in medicines, dietary supplements, and cosmetics.
The economic loss to the European and Canadian cattle industry has been
disastrous. Using cheap sheep brains to fatten cattle ended up costing millions
of dollars and many lives.

Mad cow disease, like kuru among the Fore, demonstrates that people
sometimes engage in practices that seem to make sense when first introduced
but have consequences in the long term that are maladaptive and even life-
threatening. These two syndromes are vastly different in their cultural causes,
one stemming from religious beliefs and the other driven by the economic
motive to cut costs. However, they share a similar process, namely, that
seemingly sensible behavior often has unforeseen and dangerous
consequences.  Read the Document on myanthrolab.com

What are some other examples of “maladaptive” adaptations in today’s
world?

Culture Is Integrated
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Cultural integration  refers to the observation that people’s practices and
beliefs form a relatively coherent and consistent system. Cultures are not simply
random collections of activities but, instead, are patterned and interrelated in
systematic ways. For example, behaviors that take place in one domain, such
as political organization, tend to be compatible with and support behaviors
taking place in other domains, such as family organization. Anthropologists
recognize that terms such as economy, social organization, family
organization, and government are not discrete, separable units of activity but
are closely intertwined. For example, economic activities are usually integrated
with, affect, and are affected by other kinds of activities. The work of obtaining
food and other goods and services is often performed by people who occupy
particular social roles and statuses. Gender roles may assign men and women
different kinds of work in contributing to their household economies. Also, social
norms or, in complex societies, laws enacted by legislators and policies
formulated by political agencies tend to be consistent with particular economic
consequences and to reinforce particular economic goals.

cultural integration

Tendency for people’s practices and beliefs to form a
relatively coherent and consistent system.

The shared ways that people organize their lives are major integrating factors.
In some societies, religious beliefs permeate and guide all aspects of daily life.
Religion then becomes an overarching, integrative system of beliefs and
practices. People in societies integrated by religion might perform daily rituals to
bless and safeguard themselves and their families; they may recite prayers
when hunting or planting crops to ensure success; and they may ask for spirit
protection when engaging in any dangerous activity. People in these societies
believe that the human and spiritual realms are not separable but that spiritual
forces are omnipresent and continually affect their lives.
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Naturally, not all aspects of cultural behavior and belief are internally consistent
or integrated with all others. Thus, the concept of cultural integration needs to
be understood loosely, as a process of adjustment and change, not as static
and rigid. Humans and their experiences are not so neat and tidy. Nevertheless,
cultural systems as wholes tend toward consistency. A consequence of this
consistency and integration is that change in one societal domain causes
change in others (see the Case Study “Women and Work in the United States,”
for example). Societies are not bounded units (either of people or ideas); rather,
external influences from other peoples or internal tensions and innovations lead
to changes in practices and attitudes.

Case Study Consequences of Cultural
Integration: Women and Work in the United
States
In the United States, changes in women’s participation in paid employment have
affected both their roles in other spheres of life and the prevailing attitudes
about men and women (Fox and Hesse-Biber 1984). Women’s rates of
employment began to rise significantly during World War II, as a consequence
of the nation’s military and economic policies. As millions of men entered the
armed forces, millions of jobs necessary to support the economy and the war
effort were left vacant. Public policy encouraged women to do their patriotic
duty by working in factories and offices, where they had previously met
resistance and discrimination. The banner of women’s rights, which had won
American women the right to vote in 1920, was raised again.
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[View the Slideshow: Gender on myanthrolab.com

After the war, many women returned to exclusively domestic roles, but others
remained in the work force, partly for personal reasons and partly to improve
their family’s standard of living. Also, work outside the home gave women a
degree of financial equality with their husbands. Women’s economic gains
contributed to rising rates of divorce because wives could sometimes afford to
leave unhappy marriages, and husbands could leave if they felt that their ex-
wives could be at least partially self-supporting (Costello et al. 1998). In intact
families, greater financial equality as well as the greater amount of time that
women spent outside the home contributed to shifting the roles of husbands
toward some household and child-care responsibilities.
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By the late twentieth century, the percentage of marriages that ended in divorce
had risen, and the social stigma formerly associated with divorce had all but
disappeared. Also, women’s paid employment and opportunities to make
prominent contributions in public arenas had expanded. Today, more legislators,
governors, and heads of government agencies are women. Women’s leadership
roles in religion have also broadened; many Protestant and Jewish
denominations ordain women ministers and rabbis. More women have advanced
educational degrees and are more accepted in formerly male-dominated
occupations and professions, such as law and law enforcement, the military,
and the building trades.

Changes in women’s roles have also affected how men think about themselves
and their work. Husbands now expect their wives to contribute to household
incomes. And work roles for men have become more flexible. A father could be
a stay-at-home Dad if his wife’s work brought in more money than his or if he
simply preferred that role. And society has become more accepting of men
working in certain jobs traditionally associated with women, such as nursing and
elementary school teaching.

Thus, within a mere fifty years, changes in one societal sphere in the United
States led to changes both in other spheres and in people’s thoughts and
behaviors. These multiple and interrelating effects illustrate how cultural
integration can lead to cultural transformation.
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Changes in the roles and status of women in American society have affected
men’s lives as well as the society as a whole.

 Read the Document on myanthrolab.com

Culture Is Based on Symbols

People’s behaviors and understanding of the world are based on meanings
expressed through symbols. A symbol  is a word or object that represents or
stands for an idea, event, meaning, or sentiment. Language is a pervasive and
powerful symbol system. Words in any language are just sequences of sounds,
but each sequence is a symbol of or represents something other than the
sounds themselves. The collection of sounds in each word in this sentence, for
instance, stands for some arbitrarily assigned meaning.
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symbol

A word, image, or object that stands for cultural ideas
or sentiments.

Symbols permeate human culture in ways other than language. Objects, art,
and artistic performances may represent powerful cultural ideas and attitudes.
The colors and designs of national flags, for instance, come to be associated
with complex levels of meaning. People can understand those meanings by
examining the contexts of flag use, the way people talk about their national
colors, and the way people react to them. Flags are used to symbolically
represent a country, a territorial and cultural unit differentiated from all other
similarly organized territorial and cultural units. Flags take on additional
associations, demonstrated by the emotional reactions they can trigger in
observers. People may use their country’s flag in ways that show their attitudes
and political beliefs. For example, in the United States, after the al Qaeda
attack on 9/11, flag pins became necessities for many political figures and
represented a show of support for the “war on terror” that the United States
undertook.

Religion, too, is a domain filled with symbolic meanings. Believers invest
tremendous importance in objects considered to have religious significance.
Ordinary objects and substances used in rituals take on sacred properties.
Books, cups, images, pieces of cloth or wood, or foodstuffs can be symbols of
beliefs and can evoke powerful emotions and dramatize sacred actions.
Symbolic culture thus includes both sacred and secular meanings and all the
ways in which those meanings are communicated.

What emotional reactions can images of national flags stir? How has the
American flag been used to display both positive and negative feelings
about the U.S. government or its policies?
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Globalization

Afro-Lingua is a language that was created to symbolically
challenge the basic assumptions encoded in the ordinary
speech of European colonizers of the Caribbean.

Culture often is expressed in symbolic interaction between individuals using
verbal and nonverbal language. Thus, language can also be used to challenge
basic assumptions encoded in ordinary speech. For example, a dialect of
Caribbean immigrants and their descendants in Great Britain, called Afro-
Lingua, focuses on the ways that standard English transmits common cultural
assumptions about race in the uses and meanings that associate white with
“good” and black with “bad.” For example, in common English expressions, “a
black day” means a day when things go drastically wrong, and “a black sheep”
means an outcast family member (Bones 1986, 46). Afro-Lingua speakers
might refer to “a white day” and “a white sheep” in equivalent contexts. In
addition, Afro-Lingua also changes syllables in some English words to highlight
cultural and political meanings: The word politics is transformed into politricks,
and oppression becomes downpression (Wong 1986, 119).

Humor is another form of symbolic cultural communication. For example,
Western Apache communities in New Mexico have a repertoire of joke routines
that ridicule Anglos by imitating and exaggerating their intrusive, domineering
communicative styles (Basso 1979). Apaches find these Anglo communication
styles insensitive at best or even offensive. Scorned behaviors include making
direct eye contact with or staring at interlocutors, touching another person while
talking to him or her, calling casual acquaintances “friend,” and asking intrusive,
personal questions. Through their informal comic routines, Apaches share the
opposite norms and values.

What would you learn about cultural communication from studying in your
workplace or dorm?

142



Both the changes in English expressions used by speakers of Afro-Lingua and
the joking routines of Western Apaches demonstrate the ways that symbolic
behavior can be used to challenge dominant values. Through symbolic
practices, people can forge their unity with others and can simultaneously
develop and transmit messages of resistance. Afro-Lingua speakers defy
commonplace notions of race and power; Western Apaches resist
communicative norms imposed on them by dominant Anglo society.

Culture Organizes the Way People
Think about the World

Through exposure to cultural symbols, enculturation, and the acquisition of
shared cultural concepts, people develop ways of thinking about themselves,
their lives, other people, and the world. Culture, therefore, consists of systems
of meaning produced and interpreted by members. Underlying shared concepts
and meanings become so ingrained that they are taken for granted, assumed to
be true. People understand them as natural and commonsense. These are 
naturalized concepts , ideas thought to be essential and to exist in nature.
Since people understand these naturalized concepts to be part of the “natural”
world, they are unaware of their cultural origins and do not question their
legitimacy. Indeed, they don’t think about them at all. And these taken-for-
granted suppositions have all the more influence on people because they are
not consciously thought about.

naturalized concepts

Ideas and behaviors so deeply embedded in a culture
that they are regarded as universally normal or natural.
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All societies have a core of naturalized ideas, based on societal norms. For
example, in most capitalist societies, it is taken for granted that people want to
own property and obtain wealth. It is assumed that people are naturally
competitive and want to continually acquire more property, own larger and more
expensive houses, and have unlimited access to possessions. Yet people in
these societies generally may not understand that their attitudes and values
about property and wealth stem from the kind of economic system they live in.
Models of gender are also deeply naturalized in people’s behaviors and
attitudes. We come to believe that men’s and women’s roles and value are
derived from qualities, feelings, and needs inherent in women and men rather
than understanding that these gender models are largely derived from culture.
In other words, people who lack an anthropological perspective think that their
attitudes and values are natural and universal rather than products of their
culture. Thus, naturalized concepts orient people’s thinking about themselves
and the world, forming a background ideology that gives meaning to people’s
behaviors and attitudes. To the extent that they shape the way we view other
cultures, they are also a source of ethnocentrism.

What are some examples of culture wars in U.S. society today? What
are some examples of countercultures in U.S. history?

Although all cultures have fundamental organizing concepts, these principles
may be challenged from within the society. In all societies, members of different
subcultures or
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These Chinese and American children are forming group identities based on
symbiotic culture.

subgroups hold alternative and conflicting values. Alternative views may be
discussed and debated in the context of mutual respect or they may erupt in
more contentious challenges, in what some observers refer to as 
culture wars . Expressions of antipathy between conservatives and liberals
over many social policy issues in the United States, such as gun control,
abortion rights, gay rights, and immigration policy, are examples of so-called
culture wars.

culture wars

Internal disagreements in a society about cultural
models or about how society or the world should be
organized.

On the other hand, individuals and groups engaging in practices with underlying
meanings that conflict with prevailing assumptions and norms may be
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participants in a counterculture —an alternative culture model. Members of
a counterculture view themselves as being in active opposition to dominant
cultural themes and values. For example, the hippies of the 1960s openly
rejected prevailing puritanical attitudes toward sex, the materialism of
contemporary society, and the militaristic policies of the government as it
escalated the war in Vietnam.

counterculture

An alternative cultural model within a society that
expresses different views about the way that society
should be organized.

Challenges to widely recognized assumptions often come from members of
groups that are marginalized or oppressed, or who hold different worldviews
than those of the dominant groups or elites. For example, apartheid, South
Africa’s dominant racist cultural ideology until the 1990s, was imposed by a
powerful white minority that had inherited power through colonial rule. That rule
was challenged by the majority of black South Africans, who eventually
overturned that ideology and rebelled against the government that oppressed
them. Black South Africans asserted not only their political rights but also their
right to replace the cultural model of white supremacy with one of racial
equality. Thus, many political movements seek more than a reordering of social
and political forces. They also seek the institutionalization of new cultural
models as organizing principles in their society.

worldview

A culture-based, often ethnocentric way that people see
the world and other peoples.
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Similarly, through symbolic culture, some segments of a society might resist the
official culture or offer an alternative cultural model. In the Middle East and
North Africa, women’s challenges to the ideology of male dominance often take
the form of poetry and song, a low-risk context for expressing discontent.
Bedouin women, for example, recite poetry and compose songs expressing
their longings for love and respect. Song lyrics express passion and joy in
attentions they receive from clandestine lovers (Abu-Lughod 1986; 1990).
Artistic genres thus permit women to verbalize private feelings that run contrary
to accepted norms of female deference and modesty.

 Watch the Animation: Characteristics of Culture on
myanthrolab.com

Table 2.1  summarizes the characteristics of culture as it is defined in this
chapter. This section then closes with a story in the In Their Own Voices section
(pages 34–35)

Table 2.1 Characteristics of Culture

Culture Is Shared Behavior, attitudes, and ideas are formed through interaction
with others.
Norms: Sets of expectations and attitudes that people have
about appropriate behavior.
Subculture: A group whose members interact more frequently
among themselves and share attitudes and practices that are
distinct from others.

Culture Is Learned Culture is acquired rather than inherited.
Enculturation: The learning of one’s cultural behaviors,
attitudes, and values.

Culture Is Adaptive Aspects of behavior and belief are responses to environmental
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constraints and the need to ensure a community’s survival.
Cultural core: Basic practices that function to satisfy people’s
adaptive needs.

Culture Is Integrated Practices and beliefs that form a relatively coherent and
consistent system.
Cultural model: Comprehensive shared ideas about the ideal
culture.

Culture Is Based on
Symbols

People’s behavior and understanding of the world are based on
meanings expressed through language, art, and symbolic
objects.
Symbols: Words, images, or objects that stand for cultural
ideas or sentiments.

Culture Organizes the
Way People Think
about the World

Naturalized concepts: Ideas and behaviors so deeply
embedded in a culture that they are regarded as universally
normal or natural.
Worldview: The culture-based way that people see the world
and other peoples.
Counterculture: Alternative cultural model within a society that
expresses opposition to dominant social and political views.

about an anthropologist’s field experience that highlights the challenges of
understanding cultures as unique collections of symbols and meanings.

Review
Characteristics of culture include the fact that it is shared. Individuals who
belong to a culture share assumptions about the world and develop
cultural models and societal norms and taboos that define how one
should and should not behave. Members of different subcultures in a
society share culture differently. Culture is also learned through
enculturation. We are enculturated both formally and informally through
social interactions with other members of society. Culture is adaptive in
that people change their culture when needed or when influenced to
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change. The knowledge, skills, and tools people use to survive and adapt
are referred to as the cultural core. Culture is integrated—that is,
aspects of culture are interconnected and mutually reinforcing. Thus,
cultural integration means that change in one aspect of culture leads to
changes in other aspects. The existence of culture wars and
countercultures within a society illustrates, however, that cultures are not
fully shared or rigidly integrated, that alternative cultural models coexist.
Culture is based on symbols, and language is the most important symbol
system people use. Symbolic objects and symbolic communication are
used in diverse contexts, such as religion and humor. Culture influences
the way people organize their experience and their worldview. They use
naturalized concepts to apply their cultural assumptions to their own and
other people’s ways of life.

Culture Change
Cultures are dynamic systems that respond to societal and historical changes
from numerous sources. The view of “traditional” or indigenous societies as
static and timeless is untenable. All societies experience innovation from within
and influences from outside origins. Some sources of culture change are
internal, emerging from new practices and attitudes, technological innovations,
or adaptations to the consequences of earlier practices. Other sources of
culture change emerge as people borrow ideas or artifacts from their neighbors
or from people with whom they interact through migration, trade, or other
contacts. Some borrowings take place in friendly interactions during 
culture contact , but others are forced on people, as in conquest or foreign
intervention.

Globalization

Culture contact, a major force in the process of
globalization, leads to several strategies and consequences

149



of culture change, including acculturation, assimilation, and
reactive adaptation.

culture contact

Direct interaction between peoples of different cultures
through migration, trade, invasion, or conquest.

Although it may be possible to identify original sources of change as internal or
external, in practice these are interconnected processes. For instance, cultural
changes stimulated by external sources then typically undergo further change
through internal processes. As the Zuni story you read in Chapter 1  showed,
people usually adapt outside cultural borrowings to their own cultures. They
may borrow only parts of a cultural item, whether a story or a way of organizing
economic activity, and combine those parts with items that already exist in their
cultural repertoire. For example, in the realm of religion, people often combine
elements of their traditional beliefs with those that they learn from external
sources as a consequence of culture contact. This process, called 
syncretism , is seen in religions such as Santería, which combines traditional
Afro-Caribbean beliefs in magic and witchcraft with Roman Catholicism. Spanish
colonizers in the Caribbean derisively called this religion of the Yoruba—and
other Bantu slaves from Nigeria, Senegal, and the Guinea Coast—Santería,
“Way of the Saints.”

syncretism

Process by which a cultural product is created when
people adapt a cultural item selectively borrowed from
another culture to fit their existing culture.
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Anthropologists have other terms to describe the kinds of internal change that
take place following culture contact, depending on the power relations between
peoples and the extent of change. Assimilation  occurs when a less
numerous and less powerful group changes its ways to blend in with the
dominant culture. In assimilating, people abandon or modify their prior beliefs
and practices and adopt the cultural repertoire of the dominant population. For
example, immigrants may voluntarily change their national and cultural identities
by assimilating the language and culture of their new country. Assimilation is
also sometimes forced on people by a dominant culture, especially in the
context of conquest and colonization. These processes will be explored in depth
in Chapters 16  and 17 .

assimilation

Process by which a less numerous and less powerful
cultural group changes its ways and cultural identity to
blend in with the dominant culture.

acculturation

Process by which a group adjusts to living within a
dominant culture while at the same time maintaining its
original cultural identity.

cultural pluralism

Condition in a stratified society in which many diverse
cultural groups ideally live together equally and
harmoniously without losing their cultural identities and
diversity.
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A group’s adjustment to living within another, more dominant, culture while at the
same time maintaining its original cultural identity is called acculturation . For
example, many Native Americans in the United States and Canada adopt many
features of dominant American culture such as the economic and political
systems, but maintain their own languages, family systems, and religious
beliefs. The term cultural pluralism  describes

In Their Own Voices

Hamlet and the Tiv
An anthropologist’s effort to explain Shakespeare’s Hamlet to Tiv
villagers in central Nigeria illustrates how far both the anthropologist
and the Tiv culture shape the way they think about the world. When
Laura Bohannan lived among the Tiv, they were a farming people living
in small villages. Village life centered on groups of families related
through men, with fathers, sons, and brothers forming the core of
households. After marriage, women moved from their families to live
with their husband’s relatives. Men prepared fields for planting, but
women planted seeds, weeded the plants, and harvested crops. In
addition to their families, men depended on their age-mates—other men
of the same age group—for help in times of trouble.

Bohannan was prompted to tell the story of Hamlet because she thought
it had a universal meaning that people everywhere would understand in
the same way. The Tiv elders also thought the story had universal
meaning—but a different one. To both Bohannan and the elders, their
particular understanding seemed obvious, showing how powerful
cultural assumptions can be. If you need to refresh your memory on
what Hamlet is about, read the summary at
http://shakespeare.palomar.edu/lambtales/LTHAMLET.HTM. To read the
rest of Bohannan’s amusing and insightful article, search the Internet for
“Shakespeare in the Bush.”
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The following excerpt expresses the views of both Bohannan and Tiv
villagers on the meaning of the play.

I began in the proper style, “Not yesterday, not yesterday, but long ago,
a thing occurred. One night three men were keeping watch outside the
homestead of the great chief, when suddenly they saw the former chief
approach them.”

“Why was he no longer their chief?”

“He was dead,” I explained. “That is why they were troubled and afraid
when they saw him.”

“Impossible,” began one of the elders. “Of course it wasn’t the dead
chief. It was an omen sent by a witch. . . .”

Slightly shaken, I continued. “One of these three was a man who knew
things”—the closest translation for scholar, but unfortunately it also
meant witch. “So he spoke to the dead chief saying, “Tell us what we
must do so you may rest in your grave,” but the dead chief did not
answer. . . .
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There was a general shaking of heads round the circle. “Had the dead
chief no living brothers? Or was this son the chief?” . . .

“He had one living brother who became the chief when the elder brother
died. In our country the son is next to the father. The dead chief’s
younger brother had become the great chief. He had also married his
elder brother’s widow only about a month after the funeral.” . . .

“He did well,” the old man beamed and announced to the others. “I told
you that if we knew more about Europeans, we could find they really
were very like us. In our country also,” he added to me, “the younger
brother marries the elder brother’s widow and becomes the father of his
children. Now, if your uncle, who married your widowed mother, is your
father’s full brother, then he will be a real father to you. Did Hamlet’s
father and uncle have one mother?”

His question barely penetrated my mind; I was too upset and thrown too
far off balance by having one of the most important elements of Hamlet

154



knocked straight out of the picture. Rather uncertainly I said that I
thought they had the same mother, but I wasn’t sure—the story didn’t
say. The old man told me severely that these genealogical details made
all the difference and that when I got home I must ask the elders about it.
. . .

Determined to save what I could of the mother motif, I took a deep
breath and began again. “The son Hamlet was very sad because his
mother had married again so quickly. There was no need for her to do
so, and it is our custom for a widow not to go to her next husband until
she has mourned for two years.”

“Two years is too long,” objected the elder’s wife. “Who will hoe your
farms for you while you have no husband?”

I gave up. . . .

“That night . . . the dead chief again appeared, and . . . Hamlet followed
his dead father off to one side. When they were alone, Hamlet’s dead
father spoke.”

“Omens can’t talk!” The old man was emphatic. . . .

“It was Hamlet’s dead father. It was a thing we call a ghost.” I had to use
the English word, for unlike many of the neighboring tribes, these people
didn’t believe in the survival after death of any individuating part of the
personality. . . .

“Dead men can’t walk,” protested my audience as one man.

I was quite willing to compromise. “A ghost is the dead man’s shadow.”

But again they objected. “Dead men cast no shadows.”

“They do in my country,” I snapped. . . .
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“Anyhow,” I resumed, “Hamlet’s dead father said that his own brother,
the one who became chief, had poisoned him. He wanted Hamlet to
avenge him. Hamlet believed this in his heart, for he did not like his
father’s brother.” . . .

“Now Hamlet’s age-mates,” I continued, “had brought with them a famous
storyteller. Hamlet decided to have this man tell the chief and all his
homestead a story about a man who had poisoned his brother because
he desired his brother’s wife and wished to be chief himself. Hamlet was
sure the great chief could not hear the story without making a sign if he
was indeed guilty, and then he would discover whether his dead father
had told him the truth. . . . It was true, for when the storyteller was telling
his tale before all the homestead, the great chief rose in fear. Afraid that
Hamlet knew his secret he planned to have him killed.” . . .

This time I had shocked my audience seriously. “For a man to raise his
hand against his father’s brother and the one who has become his father
—that is a terrible thing. The elders ought to let such a man be
bewitched.” . . .

I then pointed out that after all the man had killed Hamlet’s father.

“No,” pronounced the old man, speaking less to me than to the young
men sitting behind the elders. “If your father’s brother has killed your
father, you must appeal to your father’s age-mates; they may avenge
him. No man may use violence against his senior relatives. . . . But if his
father’s brother had indeed been wicked enough to bewitch Hamlet and
make him mad that would be a good story indeed, for it would be his
fault that Hamlet, being mad, no longer had any sense and thus was
ready to kill his father’s brother.”

There was a murmur of applause. Hamlet was again a good story to
them, but it no longer seemed quite the same story to me. . . .
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The old man made soothing noises. “You tell the story well, and we are
listening. But it is clear that the elders of your country have never told you
what the story really means. No, don’t interrupt! We believe you when
you say your marriage customs are different, or your clothes and
weapons. But people are the same everywhere; therefore, there are
always witches and it is we, the elders, who know how witches work.
We told you it was the great chief who wished to kill Hamlet, and now
your own words have proved us right. . . .

“Sometime,” concluded the old man, “you must tell us some more stories
of your country. We, who are elders, will instruct you in their true
meaning, so that when you return to your own land your elders will see
that you have not been sitting in the bush, but among those who know
things and who have taught you wisdom.”

From Laura Bohannan, “Shakespeare in the Bush,” Natural History
(August/September 1966).
Critical Thinking Question

What Tiv cultural assumptions and values caused them to interpret
the story of Hamlet differently?

a stratified society that contains many diverse cultural groups who ideally live
together equally and harmoniously. Other complex changes that occur through
combinations of external and internal processes include economic
transformations, such as modernization , based on industrialism and a
market economy.

Internal Culture Change

Early anthropologists, such as Edward B. Tylor, believed that cultures evolve
through various stages, from a simpler and more primitive state to a complex
and more culturally advanced state. To Tylor and his nineteenth-century
contemporaries, middle-class Euro-American culture represented the pinnacle

157



of this cultural evolution , which other cultures could naturally and eventually
achieve. Others treated the concept of cultural evolution as analogous to
biological evolution, claiming that some cultures were naturally superior to
others, modeled on the concepts of competition and the survival of the fittest.
This faulty reasoning, known as social Darwinism , claimed that the wealth
and power of Western societies were due to their natural and cultural
superiority rather than to the consequences of historical processes. Social
Darwinists saw competition between societies as based on similar processes
as biological evolution. However, they failed to recognize that particular events
and developments in fact contributed to the ability of some societies to
dominate others. They also used models of efficiency and progress, analogous
to biological processes, in their analyses of cultural development and change.

modernization

Complex culture change, both internal and external,
based on industrialism and a transnational market
economy.

cultural evolution

Belief of early anthropologists that cultures evolve
through various stages from a simpler and more
primitive state to a complex and more culturally
advanced state.

social Darwinism

Early belief that cultures compete for survival of the
fittest, as in the process of natural selection in biological
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evolution.

Today, however, evolutionary biologists study the adaptive value of social
behavior, cognitive skills, and the capacity for both material and symbolic
culture, all of which have contributed to the evolutionary success of the
primates, and which all living human groups possess equally. Thus, 
culture history  may be a more apt term than cultural evolution for ongoing
culture change in which people respond and adapt to their environment and
experiences. In adapting, people make themselves. That is, people develop,
define, and direct their own cultural and ethnic identities, a process called 
ethnogenesis  (Hill 1992). This concept of culture change views human
beings as agents in their own history, continually creating and re-creating the
conditions of their lives.

culture history

Ongoing culture change in which people respond and
adapt to their environment.

ethnogenesis

Ongoing process in which people develop, define, and
direct their own cultural and ethnic identities.

Some changes in societies are not intentional, like ethnogenesis, but result from
gradual shifting of public norms and private sentiments. For example, in art and
public performance, certain behaviors and language use that were unacceptable
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in the past have become standard, although not without arousing conflict among
some sectors of the population.

Since the 1960s, the content of American films has changed considerably. In
previous periods, violence generally was shown only from a distance, and its
effects on the human body were not made explicit. Today, the depiction of
explicit violence and its effects is commonplace. Nudity and sexual activity also
have become routine in American films and videos, and language is not
censored as it was in the past. These changes reflect changes in attitudes and
values rather than in technology. And these changes are embedded in the wider
social and political contexts of the times. The Motion Picture Production Code of
the 1930s, which imposed strict limits on language, subject matter, and sexual
representation, has been replaced by a rating system identifying film content.
Publicized ratings warn potential viewers who do not want themselves or their
children exposed to particular content.

What are some problems with applying principles of biological evolution
to explanations of culture change?

Another source of internal culture change is the adaptations that people make
by inventing new technologies and skills to better adjust to existing conditions or
to deal with new problems. Inventions  usually are based on previous tools,
knowledge, and skills in a process called innovation . New environmental
challenges and opportunities stimulate innovation and the invention of new
adaptive strategies. Some technologybased cultural transformations are so
sweeping that they are referred to as revolutions, such as the economic and
technological changes termed the “Industrial Revolution.” Political forms of 
revolution , in which people try to overturn the social and political order and
replace it with new forms of society and culture, are another widespread form
of internal culture change that has been a part of the history of many state
societies.

inventions
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New technologies and systems of knowledge.

innovation

Process by which new technologies and systems of
knowledge are based on or built from previous tools,
knowledge, and skills.

revolution

Process by which people try to change their culture or
overturn the social order and replace it with a new, ideal
society and culture.

Aboriginal star singer Archie Roach, shown here with Ruby Hunter, was a
member of Australia’s “Stolen Generation.” Roach was put into a Salvation
Army home at age three and then fostered out to three different white families.
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External Culture Change

Culture change also occurs through contact with other peoples as individuals
migrate, trade, invade, intermarry, or interact in other ways. People learn ideas
and skills and borrow tools, foods, clothing, and luxury items from other people
with whom they have direct or indirect contact. This process, called diffusion
, is responsible for the spread of material objects and cultural practices from
one place to another.

diffusion

Spread of ideas, material objects, and cultural practices
from one society to another through direct and indirect
culture contact.

Diffusion may be local, such as the spread of the invention of blow darts and the
use of poisons among some native peoples of South America. Diffusion also
can be widespread, even global within geographic constraints, such as the
invention of agriculture, which spread east and west along certain latitudes over
thousands of years, based on the cultivation of diverse kinds of grain. In
addition to diffusion, independent invention may account for the appearance of
similar cultural traits in different parts of the world. An example is the invention
of writing systems, which likely occurred more than once in prehistory among
different peoples in the ancient Middle East, Mexico, and China.
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What do these television and movie scenes suggest about changes in American
social and cultural norms over the past 60 years?
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Invasion and conquest also are common causes of external culture change.
Most early state societies probably developed partly through the process of
expanding into neighboring territories and incorporating the peoples living there
(Carniero 1970). Colonization or conquest not only forced indigenous peoples to
accept foreign goods and practices but also compelled them to alter many of
their cultural practices to conform to their conquerors’ ways. The attitudes and
values of subject peoples eventually transformed as well to be more consistent
with the changes in their behavior. However, subjects of colonial or conquered
states are not passive pawns in national and global policies and processes.
Rather, indigenous peoples make choices and engage in actions that, in their
views, best achieve their goals of maintaining their communities while adapting
to their changing conditions. Some of these strategies accommodate to
dominant norms, but other processes may overtly or covertly express
subversion and resistance. The situations of colonial peoples and their
strategies for survival are further explored in Chapters 16  and 17 .
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Globalization

Today, as in the past, diffusion is a major force in the
process of globalization, as concepts, technologies,
languages, and symbols spread from one culture to
another, aided in part by past conquests and the history of
colonization.

The imposition of British colonial rule on the Luo of Kenya in the nineteenth
century, for example, led to many interrelated changes in the economic, social,
and political systems of that tribal society. The Luo (speakers of the Luo
language, today known mainly as the Karivongo) settled in Kenya and Tanzania
in the fifteenth or sixteenth century, migrating south from the Sudan. In the
Sudan, their economy had been centered on cattle herding but shifted gradually
to farming after they arrived in Kenya. This change affected gender relations
because men had been primarily responsible for herding the cattle and women
were the farmers. Following Luo custom, land was owned communally by
groups of relatives headed by men, but women actually controlled the
production and distribution of crops resulting from their labor. In the colonial and
postcolonial periods, however, women’s rights to the land and their economic
independence were undermined by British land reforms.

In 1899, the British colonial government imposed policies aimed at consolidating
individual holdings that were intentionally scattered in different locations.
Traditional Luo patterns of landholding gave individuals use rights in scattered
parcels so that they could obtain food resources in different ecological zones.
People thus could plant a variety of crops suited to each zone. British authorities
did not understand this custom, however; in their view, the traditional system
was inefficient. In keeping with European ideals, the British combined
landholdings into single parcels, which were registered in the names of male
heads of households.
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In addition, British colonial authorities imposed hut taxes that had to be paid in
cash. To obtain cash for taxes, Luo men as heads of households often had to
find wage work

Review
Culture change can result from either internal or external forces, which
usually are mutually reinforcing. Internal culture changes can come about
from technological inventions or innovations within a society or can be
introduced through culture contact and spread through borrowing, or
diffusion. In syncretism, people modify and adapt borrowed items of
religious belief and practice to fit their own culture. Culture history and
ethnogenesis describe change processes within a society that are
selfdefining as well as adaptive to both internal and external stimuli.
Although the capacity for culture is an important adaptation in human
evolution, culture change does not involve cultural evolution, an outdated
idea based on beliefs in human progress, racial superiority, and social
Darwinism. Outcomes of culture contact include, among others,
assimilation and acculturation. Cultural pluralism describes culturally
diverse societies in which groups have equal status under the law.
Reactive adaptation is an outcome based on unrelieved stresses, often
expressed through either violence or spiritual revitalization movements.
Sweeping social and culture changes involving both internal and external
factors stem from economic and political changes, such as the
processes of modernization and revolution.

away from their local communities. At the same time that taxation was a
financial burden, men benefited from colonial policies. Participating in the cash
economy gave them access to valuable manufactured goods, and their official
status as individual landowners gave them greater power and authority. To raise
more cash, Luo men turned land production over from home use to cash crops
for export, making families more dependent on more expensive imported food
to sustain themselves. The Kenyan government continued these land policies
after independence in 1960.

Colonized or conquered peoples have responded to external sources of culture
change in diverse ways, including assimilation and acculturation, discussed

166



earlier in the chapter. Another kind of outcome is reactive adaptation , in
which people react against loss, deprivation, and oppression through passive
resistance or violence. Traditional religious leaders and beliefs may play a role
in social movements aimed at restoring or revitalizing the traditional culture. A
classic example of a revitalization movement  is the Ghost Dance
movement of the North American Plains Indians (Wallace 1956; Mooney
1965). This arose in 1889, at a time when native peoples had been forcibly
confined to reservations after brutal military campaigns. Most of their land had
been taken from them, and measles and smallpox had decimated their
communities. Reduced to poverty and dependence on rations meagerly handed
out by the U.S. government, a spiritual reawakening took place.

reactive adaptation

Coping response to loss and deprivation of captive,
conquered, or oppressed peoples.

revitalization movement

Type of nonviolent reactive adaptation in which people
try to resurrect their culture heroes and restore their
traditional way of life.

Begun by a northern Paiute prophet named Wovoka, the Ghost Dance
movement predicted an imminent end to the world during a cataclysmic
earthquake, to be followed by the reappearance of Native Americans who had
died and the disappearance of white people. Although Wovoka taught the
necessity of establishing peace, harmony, and good moral principles, his
message was distorted by frightened settlers and government officials who
feared an armed uprising of impoverished and beleaguered native people.
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Performances of the Ghost Dance were banned, and participants were
threatened with imprisonment.

Finally, after outlawing the dances and harassing participants, government
officials in charge of the Lakota reservations in South Dakota sent Army units to
arrest Ghost Dance adherents. The units entrapped more than 300 Lakotas and
massacred them at Wounded Knee Creek on December 29, 1890. This final
tragedy put an end to Ghost Dance performances. Since then, the message of
the Ghost Dance has changed from foretelling the end of American control to
focusing on personal improvement and spirituality (Kehoe 1989). Nevertheless,
Wounded Knee continues as a potent symbol of U.S. government policies that
crushed native peoples and their indigenous cultures.

 Watch the Video: Ghost Dance Movement on
myanthrolab.com

global culture

A constellation of technologies, practices, attitudes,
values, and symbols that spread internationally and
enmesh nations and communities throughout the world
in networks of power and influence.

Global Culture
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It is commonplace to hear people say that cultures throughout the world are
becoming more similar, that a kind of global culture  is spreading to all
corners of the earth. Global culture “clubs” are springing up on the Internet for
people who want to participate actively in this ongoing trend. The term
globalization can apply to many historical periods when developing states
expanded their boundaries, incorporating and transforming neighboring
societies. In addition, the spread of proselytizing religions (Christianity,
Buddhism, Islam) contributed to fundamental changes in the societies they
affected, beyond the domain of religion itself but including social relations,
economic and political systems, and aesthetic and ethical values. Today’s
globalization stems from economic and political processes that have expanded
from their original centers in Europe and the United States, as the major
capitalist industrialized regions, to many other countries. These processes have
affected national governments, urban centers, and the cultures of traditional and
indigenous peoples everywhere.

Globalization has multiple and complex cultural consequences, summed up by
three concepts: homogenization, polarization, and hybridization (Holton 2000).
Proponents of the homogenization theory claim that contemporary globalization
is creating a homogenized world culture dominated by similar values and
practices. They stress the influence of Euro-American economic and political
forces, associated with cultural values and norms. Multinational companies
stimulate consumer buying throughout the world, and Hollywood images create
and transmit an idealized version of American society. Homogenization also
stems from the internationalization of elite classes and interests. In this view,
elites from disparate countries identify more with each other than they do with
their own compatriots, participating in and promulgating similar values. However,
although Western influence is of course significant, homogenization theorists
may overstate the global role of Euro-American culture and may understate
processes of resistance.

Globalization
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Today’s globalization stems from economic and political
processes that spread their influence through
consumerism, the mass media, and information
technologies. How should we evaluate the consequences of
this globalization?

The concept of polarization emerges in part as a reaction to homogenization.
That is, the pressure toward homogenization creates antagonisms because
members of other societies with different values and practices react against the
influence of Euro-American culture and assert their own national and cultural
identities. Discussions of polarization tend to focus on a dichotomy of West and
non-West, especially centered in the Islamic, Afrocentric, and Confucian worlds
(Holton 2000, 147). Resistance to homogenization may be motivated by
authentic antiglobalization forces, particularly among indigenous communities, or
by the desire to assert alternative globalizing influences.

Finally, the third concept, hybridization, stresses the development of ever-
greater variety and vitality through new cross-cultural combinations of cultural
elements that result from the worldwide exchange of products, technologies,
information, and artistic expression. Hybridization can be fostered by travel,
migration, and intermarriage. It also results from exposure to media, especially
music and film that promote familiarity with aesthetic forms from other societies.
In addition, many migrants are in fact transnational people, going back and forth
between their country of origin and their country of settlement for visits to family
and friends. These migrants are often active carriers of new forms of cultural
expressions from their multiple life contexts. Hybridization is not uniform and
allows for local differences in the mixture of cultural forms.

Although culture change is a continual and universal feature of societies, it
occurs both locally and globally in the context of “friction” (Tsing 2005, 1)
between various societies. And although global interactions have the potential to
develop similarities throughout the world, globalizing processes have specific

170



effects on the local level, leading to distinctions in access to products, services,
and technologies, and resulting in inequalities in consumption.

Globalizing tendencies are as old as contacts among societies, but the scale
and tempo of change has increased dramatically in the last century. The
historical origin of contemporary globalization can be traced to European
mercantile and colonial expansion of the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries. For
hundreds of years, globalization was centered in Europe, especially in Great
Britain, France, Portugal, and Spain. In the late nineteenth century, the United
States began to influence other regions, particularly Latin America and the
Pacific, competing with the European powers. In the mid-twentieth century, after
World War II, the centers of world power were concentrated in the United
States and the Soviet Union, seen as representing opposing views of economic,
political, and cultural orders. After the early 1990s and the dismantling of the
Soviet Union, world power centered in the United States, although several
countries in Asia, especially China, Japan, South Korea, and India, as well as
the European Union, now exert substantial economic and diplomatic influence.
Due in part to the speed of transportation, communication, and information
technologies, the influence of capitalist economics and political interests
intensified and accelerated throughout the world. However, the cultural and
political domination of the West is not uncontested and is countered by Asian
economic giants. In addition, cultural influences flow from non-Western countries
as Asian and African music, comics, video games, and other items of popular
culture are adopted worldwide.
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As governments, corporations, and the media spread their political, economic,
and cultural influences, the traditional ways of life of indigenous peoples like this
Tarahumara woman are increasingly threatened.

Principal agents of globalization are multinational corporations, which control
much of the world’s industry and commerce, and the mass media. A global
network of finance, manufacture, export, and import has developed,
incorporating every nation and many local communities. The prices that farmers
receive for their crops are affected by worldwide economic forces through
linkages from local to regional, and from national to international networks.
Wages received in the manufacturing sector are also connected to worldwide
patterns of labor and job availability. National and multinational consumer outlets
sell their products in nearly every country. Companies such as McDonald’s,
Coca-Cola, Sony, and Nintendo are icons of global consumerism. Companies
and their advertisers create demand for consumer goods through mass
communication systems, such as radio, television, the cinema, and the Internet.
Although the spread of products, technologies, and information systems seems
relentless, these processes are not inevitable but rather are themselves
affected by both global and local patterns of consumption and resistance.

taboos
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Norms specifying behaviors that are prohibited in a
culture.

Chapters 16  and 17  further explore the long-term effects of colonialism
and the efforts of indigenous and local societies to participate in a globalized,
modern economy without sacrificing their cultural traditions, natural resources,
economic interests, and social welfare (see also the Anthropology Applied
feature). Participation remains a challenge, however. Powerful state societies
tend to sanction world domination through globalization on the assumptions that
technological advances, industrialism, capitalism, environmental exploitation, and
democracy are naturally necessary and superior, and that global progress
toward those goals is good. Worldwide climate change can be seen as a
maladaptive consequence of some of these attitudes. The loss or destruction of
other ways of life is seen as sometimes unfortunate but nevertheless inevitable
and unavoidable. However, the destruction of indigenous cultures may only be
inevitable because the majority of people in the world accept it as such. This too
may be a concept that has become naturalized, consistent with profit-oriented
notions of progress and development.

Do you think the assumptions used to justify globalization are warranted?
Why or why not?

Review
Globalization is a process that historically has had many centers of
power as states and empires have expanded their borders and have
widened their economic and political influence. However, what is usually
referred to today as globalization started in the fifteenth and sixteenth
centuries with the development of European mercantile capitalism and
state expansion affecting African, North and South American, and Asian
peoples and nations. Now there are many centers of globalization,
carried by a global economy instituted by multinational corporations.
Economic and political forces as well as a global culture disseminated by
the mass media and information technologies help create similarities in
practices and attitudes, but also threaten the loss of traditional ways of
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life of indigenous societies and cultural diversity among the world’s
peoples.

Anthropology Applied

Development Anthropology
Development anthropology is a comparatively new branch of cultural
anthropology in which anthropologists use their knowledge and skills to
help developing countries maneuver through the processes of culture
change. Many developing countries want and need help, for example, to
balance their economic growth and industrialization with the maintenance
of a sustainable environment. Countries also may need help in dealing
with the impacts of economic growth and industrialization on their
traditional social institutions and systems of social relationships.

The mission statement of the Institute for Development Anthropology
(IDA) reflects the goals of developmental anthropologists. The IDA is “an
independent, nonpartisan, non-profit, nongovernmental organization with
a mission to promote environmentally sustainable development through
poverty elimination, equitable economic growth, respect for human rights,
gender equity, and cultural pluralism.” This is done by applying the
comparative and holistic theories and methods of anthropology to
“empowering low-income majorities in developing countries.” The IDA

174



seeks to enhance the rights of low-income populations to land, natural
resources, food, shelter, health, education, income, employment, and
participation in democratic and transparent polities. Its activities relate
directly to policies involving management and access to productive
resources (land, water, forests), credit, employment and enterprise
generation, marketing, rural cooperatives, extension programs,
resettlement, river-basin development, social forestry, health delivery
systems, and education (http://www.developmentanthropology.org/).

As an example of the work that organizations like the IDA do, consider
Senegal’s decision to permit flooding of the Senegal River valley to
sustain traditional riverine economies rather than rely exclusively on
damming and irrigation, which would have prevented water from reaching
crops and pastures in small landholdings in valleys. The researchers
showed that traditional flooding actually made the land more productive
than did irrigation. The floodplain could support five to ten times more
livestock than irrigated rangeland, and also would sustain the Senegal
valley’s yield of fish, an important subsistence resource for the people
living there.

In 2002, the IDA was awarded a five-year Women in Development
research contract, which encompasses projects in women’s legal rights;
antitrafficking of women and children and antidomestic violence activities;
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studies on the gender dimensions of population, health, and nutrition; and
studies on the gender dimensions of democracy, governance, and the
environment. Included under this grant are studies of rural women in
central Bolivia; the interplay of ethnicity, gender, class, and caste in
Pakistan; the gender dimensions of desertification (the spread of
deserts) among pastoralists; and the gender dimensions of water use
and water management in central Tunisia.

Critical Thinking Question
Based on these examples, how might you define the role of
development anthropologists in relation to the forces of
globalization at work in the world today?

Study and Review on myanthrolab.com
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Chapter Summary

What Is Culture?
Anthropologists use the term culture to refer to all of the customs, attitudes,
values, and beliefs of members of a society. People acquire these elements
of culture in the context of their interactions with others. As members of
families, social groups, and communities, people learn what kinds of
behaviors are considered appropriate and inappropriate.

Characteristics of Culture
Several characteristics of culture are fundamental to the way all societies
function. Culture consists of behaviors and beliefs that are “shared” by
members of the group. If this were not the case, people could not achieve
common goals. However, social status, age, gender, race, and ethnicity may
create differences in how people’s lives are organized and in the attitudes
and values they hold.
Culture is learned. That is, people’s behavior is the result of learning, and not
instinct. Even when human beings must fulfill critical physical and survival
needs, their cultures influence how they satisfy those needs. Many of our
attitudes and actions seem natural because our enculturation is so strong.
Culture is adaptive. That is, people adapt to their environments through
cultural means. Human beings can survive in nearly any climate and
environment because of the inventions and cultural practices that they
develop. However, some practices may become maladaptive over time or
not be adaptive in a different context.
Culture is integrated, forming a relatively coherent and consistent system.
Change in one aspect of culture usually leads to changes in other aspects.
When cultural traits are borrowed from other peoples, they usually are
altered and adapted to fit more closely with the borrower’s norms and
expectations.
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Culture is symbolic. People’s behavior and understandings of the world are
based on meanings expressed through symbols. Language is the most
obvious and powerful symbolic system, but human beings also use objects
and rituals to represent deeply held cultural ideas and attitudes.
Culture organizes how people think about the world. Through learning and
interacting with others, members of a society absorb an array of underlying,
taken-for-granted assumptions that help to integrate their activities and
beliefs. These concepts become naturalized, so they feel innate and
commonsensical rather than acquired. Because not all people accept the
dominant cultural models of their society, these underlying assumptions can
be the source of contention, which may, in turn, lead to change.

Culture Change
Cultures are dynamic systems that change because of internal and external
forces. Internal change may take place over time through invention and
innovation, leading to new adaptive strategies, customs, technologies, and
ideas. Culture history describes the selective record of change in a society,
but cultures do not evolve in the same way as species. People define
themselves through a process of ethnogenesis. Broad culture changes, such
as modernization or revolution, are internal changes that usually are strongly
influenced by external forces.
Culture change also occurs through culture contact. People may borrow
traits from other groups. In the process of syncretism, items borrowed
through diffusion are modified to fit the existing culture. Culture changes also
may be imposed on a society by another society through invasion and
conquest. Colonized people are forced to adopt practices and beliefs
consistent with those of their rulers.
When a cultural group is in close contact with a dominant culture, the people
may become assimilated or acculturated. Cultural pluralism describes a
society with diverse cultural groups who retain their distinctiveness but live
side by side on more or less equal terms. In contrast, conquered and
oppressed peoples may undergo reactive adaptation to cope with
deprivation and loss.
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Global Culture
A global culture, characterized by consumer spending and fueled by
advertising by multinational corporations, is spreading to all parts of the
world. Although globalization has helped to unify different peoples in a global
economy, it may also lead to a loss of cultural and linguistic diversity.

Review Questions
1. How is culture shared? How is it not shared?
2. How does the story of Mai Thi Hiep/Heidi Neville illustrate the point that

culture is learned?
3. What differences with Western culture did the Tiv’s reaction to

Shakespeare’s Hamlet illustrate? Why were the Tiv not surprised that
Hamlet’s mother married his uncle?

4. Why is culture a functionally integrated system? How does the history of
women’s entry into the labor force in the United States illustrate cultural
integration?

5. What are internal and external culture changes?
6. Why do you think anthropologists are concerned by the loss of a

language? In what other ways is culture symbolic?
7. How can culture be both adaptive and maladaptive?
8. What are the characteristics and implications of a global culture?
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MyAnthroLab Connections

Watch. Listen. View. Explore. Read. MyAnthroLab is designed
just for you. Each chapter features a customized study plan to
help you learn and review key concepts and terms. Dynamic
visual activities, videos, and readings found in the multimedia
library will enhance your learning experience.

Resources from this chapter
 Watch on myanthrolab.com

Anthropology of Childhood
Characteristics of Culture
Ghost Dance Movement

 View on myanthrolab.com

Gender

 Explore on myanthrolab.com In MySearchLab, enter the
Anthropology database to find relevant and recent scholarly and
popular press publications. For this chapter, enter the following
keywords: enculturation, taboos, adaptation, norms

 Read on myanthrolab.com

Family and Household: Who Lives Where, Why Does It Vary,
and Why Is It Important? by Burton Pasternak
Malaysia and “Original People”: A Case Study of the Impact
of Development on Indigenous Peoples by Robert Knox
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Chapter 3 Studying Culture
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Preview
How did anthropology begin as a discipline? What important figures shaped
the development of anthropology?
What theoretical perspectives do anthropologists bring to their study of
cultures?
What is ethnographic fieldwork? Why is it important in anthropology?
How do anthropologists use ethnohistories and cross-cultural comparisons in
their work?
Why can the impacts anthropologists have on the people they study be
controversial?

Ice had formed ahead of them, and it reached all the way to the sky. The
people could not cross it. It was too thick to break. A Raven flew up and
struck the ice and cracked it when he came down. Coyote said, “these
small people can’t get across the ice.” Another Raven flew up again and
cracked the ice again. Coyote said, “try again, try again.” Raven flew up
again and broke the ice. The people ran across. (a Northern Paiute
narrative of glaciation on the Snake River in Idaho, p. 83)

 Listen to the Chapter Audio on myanthrolab.com

 Read on myanthrolab.com
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That in ancient times a herd of these tremendous animals came to the
big-bone licks, and began a universal destruction of the bear, deer, elks,
buffaloes, and other animals: that the great Man above, looking down
and seeing this, was so enraged that he seized his lightning, descended
on the earth, seated himself on the neighboring mountain, on a rock of
which his seat and the print of his feet are still to be seen, hurled his
bolts among them until the whole was slaughtered, except the big bull. (a
Delaware narrative of mammoths in Virginia, p. 128)

The time ago, the water of the Pacific flowed through what is now the
swamp and prairie between Waatch village and Neah Bay, making an
island of Cape Flattery. The water suddenly receded, leaving Neah Bay
perfectly dry. It was four days reaching its lowest ebb, and then rose
again till it had submerged the Cape That and in fact the whole country,
excepting the tops of the mountains at Clyoquot. The water on its rise
became very warm, and as it came up to the houses, those who had
canoes put their effects into them, and floated off with the current which
set very strongly to the north. Some drifted one way, some another; and
when the waters assumed their accustomed level, a portion of the tribe
found themselves beyond Nootka, where their descendents now reside.
(a Quillayute narrative of land transformations in Washington and British
Columbia, p. 190)

(Source: Red Earth, White Lies: Native Americans and the Myth of Scientific Fact;
Vine Deloria Jr., 1997, Golden, Colorado: Fulcrum Publishing) Specific sources:
Paiute: Julian Steward, “Some Western Shoshoni Myths” Washington DC,
Smithsonian Institution, Bureau American Ethnology, Bulletin 136, Anthropological
Papers, no. 31, 1943, Page 299.

Delaware: as Jefferson, Notes on the State of Virginia, Boston: Thomas & Andrews,
J. West, West & Greenleaf et al, 1801, pages 59-61. Quoted in Ludwell H. Johnson

III: Man and Elephants in America” Scientific Monthly 75 (October 1952), Page 217.

Quillayute: James G. Swan, The Indians of Cape Flattery of Washington DC:
Smithsonian Contributions to Knowledge, no. 220, 1869, Page 57.

These stories can be interpreted on many levels. One kind of
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These stories can be interpreted on many levels. One kind of
reading of narratives told by the Northern Paiute, Delaware,
and Quillayute peoples may be made to ancient climatic and
ecological events and upheavals in their territories. In this
interpretation, the stories give accounts of natural or
geological events and explanations for the appearance of
animals, glaciations, or the formation of lakes and rivers
resulting from floods and other catastrophic events. According
to geologist Dr. Eugene Kiver, the “floods may have happened
when people were around. Native Americans have myths
about floods (Robbins 2004).

Stories that seem to parallel actual occurrences suggest the
accuracy of people’s memories of their past, even though
events may be embellished in the rich, poetic language of
tradition. Narratives  may dramatize real events in symbolic
form consistent with cultural practices of storytelling. Thus,
they may transmit across generations the memories of people
who witnessed events that changed their geographic
landscape. We will never know whether these stories
encapsulate such memories or whether they imagine an
explanation for the landscape that existed when the people
developed the narrative. Whatever the particular facts,
narratives have the power to create and transmit a people’s
worldview.

narratives

Stories and myths that dramatize
actual memories or events in
symbolic form consistent with cultural
practices of storytelling.
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Without a writing system, indigenous peoples use storytelling
to preserve their history. Collecting and interpreting these
stories is one of the methods of cultural anthropology.
Anthropologists analyze narratives to identify aspects of
cultural identity, social values, moral themes, people’s
practices and attitudes, and artistic principles and motifs.

Traditional narratives may also be dramatic renditions of
historical events. The accuracy of chronologies and events
may be uncertain, but oral traditions  like the story of
Coyote and Wishpoosh have validity as artifacts of culture
and experience. In 1997, for example, the Supreme Court of
Canada ruled in a land claims case brought by the Gitksan,
an indigenous people of British Columbia, that oral traditions
have validity as legal testimony and as records of the past.
This chapter further explores the theories and methods
involved in the anthropological interpretation of culture.

oral traditions

Cultural narratives that have validity
as artifacts of culture and experience.

What are some oral traditions from your cultural group
(such as your family) that you could analyze from an
anthropological perspective?

Anthropology and the Explanation of
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Cultural Diversity
Although the field of anthropology as an academic discipline is only slightly more
than a century old, its intellectual roots in Europe go back much farther.
Although people everywhere may note cultural differences between themselves
and others, anthropology has its roots in the exploration and colonial expansions
that originated in Europe in the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries. Explorers,
traders, and missionaries, bent on their far-flung journeys of discovery and
conquest, often wrote about and commented on the differences they observed
in the ways of life of the peoples they encountered.

Europeans wrote many journals, diaries, letters, and memoirs during the first
centuries of colonization in North and South America, Africa, Asia, and the
Pacific islands. Although many writers were biased and ethnocentric, they
nevertheless often left detailed observations of cultures at the time of contact.
For example, Jesuit missionaries wrote detailed accounts about working in
North America in the seventeenth century. These men were better educated
than most of the explorers and adventurers who preceded and followed them.
They were familiar with the scholarly literary and philosophical works of their
age. Although critical of many of the practices they described, the Jesuits often
were astute observers and recorders. They sometimes judged native customs
and attitudes to be superior to the French, for example, such as the people’s
rules for hospitality and generosity and their relatively harmonious,
noncompetitive community life. In some ways, these missionaries were like
anthropologists, both observers and participants in others’ lifeways, although of
course they had their own goal of converting native peoples to Christianity.

The goal of anthropology as a discipline is to record and account for the great
diversity in human cultures. But today there is diversity in anthropology as well,
as anthropologists choose different conceptual frameworks to achieve their
goals. This section explores a number of perspectives that have been proposed
to account for similarities and differences in human societies. These
perspectives differ in their focus and in the kinds of theories that they offer to
explain human behavior and cultural diversity. A cultural theory is one that
attempts to formulate explanations that help us understand why particular
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practices originate and how they are developed and maintained in particular
populations. From an understanding of cultural diversity, some anthropologists
also propose theories that can help explain universal trends and processes.

The sixteenth-century Spanish missionary Bartolome de las Casas’ description
of the effects of colonial life on Native Americans led to humanitarian reforms.

Some approaches in anthropology that were developed in the nineteenth and
early twentieth centuries, such as evolutionism, have been discarded as
inadequate or incomplete, either because they were unscientific and based on
fragmentary and poorly understood data, or because they were based on social
attitudes and prejudices that were then prevalent. Nevertheless, the works of
some early anthropologists continue to inform aspects of modern inquiry.
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Evolutionism

During the Enlightenment of the eighteenth century, European social
philosophers, relying on the writings of earlier observers, took a comparative
evolutionary perspective, and understood cultural diversity from the point of view
of human “progress.” Scholars focused on finding rational, reasoned, and
scientific explanations for human differences. They understood that people
adapt to their social environments and historical conditions as well as to their
physical surroundings, with the goal of progress and the possibility of
betterment. Enlightenment philosophers looked for evolutionary trends in the
development of human societies. Thus, in evolutionism , human differences
could be accounted for by different rates of progress, leading to different levels
of achievement. Various hypotheses were put forward, demonstrating a
progression from stages of “primitive” culture to “civilization.” Even though
distinct schemes were suggested by different theorists, they had in common an
assumption of “unilinear evolution,” that is, progression through rigid stages in a
set order. Although these theories were ethnocentric, using European culture as
a measure of progress, they laid the foundation for nineteenth-century
anthropological thinking about sociocultural evolution.

evolutionism

View held by early social philosophers that human
differences can be accounted for by different rates of
progress, leading to different levels of cultural
achievement.

Throughout the nineteenth century, European and American scholars
concentrated on developing and refining comparative evolutionary approaches
toward understanding the similarities and differences among cultures. The
Englishmen Herbert Spencer (1877) and Edward Tylor (1871) and the American
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Lewis Henry Morgan (1877) proposed models outlining stages of cultural
development from the earliest human societies to late nineteenth-century
European culture. Both Morgan and Spencer focused on understanding how
cultures are integrated and systematized and how the various features of one
culture indicate an evolutionary status in comparison with other cultures. For
example, Morgan proposed three stages of cultural evolution: savagery, in
which people subsist on wild plants and animals; barbarism, in which people
start to use agriculture; and civilization, which begins with the invention of
writing. Spencer, a social Darwinist, believed that European influence or
domination over other peoples was the natural result of evolutionary progress.
The social Darwinists applied some aspects of Charles Darwin’s theories of
biological evolution to social and cultural phenomena, particularly ideas about
the survival of better-adapted organisms and the disappearance of maladaptive
forms. These theories essentially justified European hegemony and empire
throughout the world.

Using eighteenth- and nineteenth-century ideas and data, sources that varied
widely in their reliability and accuracy, early anthropologists nevertheless
advanced the study of human societies by proposing a more thorough analysis
of cultural features and their significance for the development of social forms.
For example, Morgan first explained the kinship systems of tribes making up the
Iroquois Confederacy and the links between a kinship system and the economic
system, family organization, and social structure.

Empiricism

Anthropology began to take modern form as a discipline in the late nineteenth
and early twentieth centuries with the work of the German-born American Franz
Boas (1896), the Polish-born Briton Bronislaw Malinowski (1922), and several
others. In this period, direct fieldwork, rather than speculation based on the
data of others, became central to the pursuit of knowledge about human
cultures. That is, anthropology came to be seen as a scientific inquiry into facts
that can be observed directly.
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Boas began his career in Germany as a geographer, but on a trip to the Arctic
to investigate northern waters in 1883, he became interested in the indigenous
peoples and their cultures. He spent a year living with the Inuit, deepening his
appreciation of cultural traits and his conviction that only by living with other
people can one truly understand cultural differences. In 1886, Boas traveled to
British Columbia to learn about Bella Coola (Nuxalk) culture, and two years later
he immigrated to the United States. While studying the Kwakiutl of the Pacific
Northwest and their ceremonial life, he became the major figure and driving
force in the development of American anthropology. Boas trained many of the
most prominent anthropologists of his and the next generation, including Ruth
Benedict and Margaret Mead, sending them into the field to meticulously collect
and archive data about many different cultures.

Boas consistently stressed the need for empiricism , the practice of
formulating theories and analyses after conducting studies based on direct
observation and objective description. Emphasis on empirical research stresses
the primacy of collecting observable data rather than the construction of
theories, although of course theories need to be based on empirical data, and
the collection of data leads to the formulation of theories that explain those
social facts. Boas also introduced the concept of cultural relativism, and
believed that each way of life is a unique adaptation to particular historical
conditions, a view that critics referred to as “historical particularism.” Boas
refuted the earlier theories of cultural evolutionism, criticizing these concepts as
being essentially ethnocentric and racist. According to Boas, cultures should be
understood and evaluated in their own terms, not in terms of the cultural
practices, beliefs, and values of the observer. In his own work and that of his
students, Boas stressed the importance of learning the native languages to
understand the people’s attitudes and beliefs literally in their own terms. Boas’s
work implicitly questioned Euro-American biases in interpreting other cultures
and raised issues that today are concerned with examining the subjectivity of
the observer and analyst.

empiricism
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The practice of conducting studies through direct
observation and objective description.

Margaret Mead’s reports about growing up in Samoa and living among the
Manus of New Guinea astonished the public.

Boas also stressed that similarities and differences should be understood as
outcomes of the functions and meanings of cultural traits within a society. He
pointed out that the same traits can have different meanings in different
cultures. Polygamy, or plural marriage, for example, may occur for different
reasons in different societies, depending on the cultural context. Marriage rules
allowing men to take more than one wife, for instance, may function to signal a
man’s comparative wealth, power, and prestige; to relieve women of household
burdens by providing additional labor; or to ensure that all women can have
husbands in societies where women outnumber men. (These issues will be
discussed further in Chapter 9  on Marriage and the Family.)
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Functionalism

Functionalism , or the study of the social functions of cultural traits, was a
hallmark of the research of Bronislaw Malinowski, whose work especially
influenced British social anthropology. Malinowski believed that the social,
economic, and political structures of societies were organized to satisfy human
needs and that people’s diverse institutions and practices have specific
functions that address those needs. According to Malinowski, men and women
living together in a community develop an “invisible network of social bonds”
made up of shared values, attitudes, and practices that “integrate the group into
a whole” (1922). All cultural behaviors and artifacts can be explained by
understanding their role in maintaining this whole.

functionalism

View that cultural traits have social functions that
contribute to the smooth operation of the whole society.

If you were a functionalist, how would you argue that even negative
practices, such as antisocial behavior, can have positive functions for
society as a whole?

Like Boas, Malinowski was dedicated to fieldwork. Malinowski lived with the
Trobriand Islanders of the western Pacific in Melanesia, immersing himself in
Trobriand culture and language. Like Boas, he also stressed the importance of
anthropologists learning the native language of the people they study, because
people express their values and attitudes through their language. Malinowski
used functionalism to explain his observations of Trobriand life. Students of
Malinowski, such as A. R. Radcliffe-Brown and others, applied functionalist
interpretations to field data collected among other Pacific Islanders, Africans,
and Australian Aborigines. These interpretations are now sometimes criticized
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for overemphasizing functional stability rather than acknowledging societal
tensions and change as ongoing, continuous processes.

Modern Theoretical Perspectives: An
Overview

One of the criticisms of earlier theoretical approaches was the tendency to
overly generalize about people’s behaviors and beliefs and to depict other
societies as bounded, homogeneous, and timeless. In contrast, some modern
approaches attempt to uncover processes of change and adaptation or to
analyze the conflicts and tensions that arise out of societal differences. Although
these theories emphasize changes in social practices and beliefs, they differ
significantly from eighteenth- and nineteenth-century ideas of unilinear evolution.
Instead, concepts of “multilinear” change and adaptation developed which
stressed the complexity of historical and cultural processes. One current
approach in anthropological theory is to study culture from a materialist
perspective, placing technological and economic adaptations at the center of
cultural diversity. Another perspective analyzes cultures from a structuralist
perspective, emphasizing the role of social structures in fulfilling human needs
and integrating social systems. A variation of the structuralist perspective
stresses the role of ideas and habits of mind as the sources of diversity. A third
orientation, the conflict perspective, places status and power relations at the
center of diversity, focusing on how a worldwide system of dominance and
subordination, power, and influence operate within and between societies. A
fourth perspective is interpretive, with an emphasis on the meanings that people
communicate through symbols. Table 3.1  summarizes some of the modern
perspectives in anthropological theory.

Materialist Perspectives
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Materialist perspectives  emphasize environmental adaptation, technologies,
and methods of acquiring or producing food in the development of culture.
Humans adapt to their environments primarily through culture. Humans address
the scarcity of resources by developing methods of extracting, exploiting,
storing, and processing whatever foods are available. As you read in 
Chapter 1 , these behaviors, and the satisfaction of other human needs, form
a cultural core from which other aspects of society develop and are integrated.
This analytic and explanatory focus in anthropology is called 
cultural ecology , a term introduced by Julian Steward in the 1930s. In
societies that depend directly on their environment, ecological factors, such as
resources, climate, and topography, have more pervasive effects on cultural
development than in societies where people can control and modify their
immediate environment.

materialist perspectives

Explanations of cultural differences that emphasize
environmental adaptation, technologies, and methods of
acquiring or producing food.

cultural ecology

Field that studies cultures as dynamic wholes based on
the satisfaction of human needs through cultural
behaviors.

cultural materialism

Explanations of cultural differences as the results of
cultural adaptations through economic production.
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Another materialist perspective centering on cultural adaptations through
economic production is referred to as cultural materialism , developed by
Marvin Harris (1979). This approach, influenced by the economic views of Karl
Marx, gives greatest importance to economic systems and economic relations
in the development of culture. Cultural traits are then explained as responses to
economic necessities or benefits. Similarly, people need to organize work in
order to produce and exchange foods, other goods, and services. From this
basic organization, other features of culture

Table 3.1 Explaining Cultural Diversity

Materialist
Perspectives

Emphasizes the centrality of environmental adaptation, technology, and
methods of acquiring or producing food in the development of culture.

Marvin
Harris

Cultural
Ecology

Cultural traits related to the satisfaction of basic human needs form a
cultural core that is directly influenced by the physical environment.

Cultural
Materialism

All aspects of a society’s culture are derived from its economic foundation.

Structuralist
Perspectives

Cultural diversity stems from differences in the forms by which people
express universal meanings. These forms define and structure their lives
and experiences and may serve universal social functions.

Claude
Lévi-
Strauss

Interpretive
Perspectives

Culture is a unique system of symbols with multiple layers of meaning.
Through their behavior, people act out those meanings and communicate
them to one another.

Clifford
Geertz
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Conflict
Perspectives

Culture is an expression of power relations within a society and between
societies. Distributions of power are linked to distributions of wealth and
status and affect gender relations as well as processes such as
colonialism.

follow. For example, to ensure adequate supplies of resources, people must
regulate the size of their communities, increasing or decreasing population
growth depending on resource availability. People also must develop methods of
arriving at group decisions and controlling behavior to conform to those
decisions. Basic economic behaviors and relationships influence how these
traits are developed. In other words, what people do ultimately shapes what
they believe, rather than the other way around.

Cultural materialism makes a distinction between subjective explanations for
cultural behavior that are offered by the people engaged in that behavior—
emic  views—and objective explanations for cultural behavior that are given
by anthropologists or other observers—etic  views. Cultural materialists claim
that people usually are not aware of the underlying adaptive reasons for their
actions. Thus, researchers look for explanations of people’s behaviors based on
observations and other objective criteria developed from an understanding of
broad cultural and historical processes. These explanations are derived, in part,
from theories that emerge from the comparative and holistic focus in
anthropology. That is, by considering data from many societies, anthropologists
can uncover the ways that particular practices are correlated and integrated
with environmental constraints, economic systems, and social meanings.

emic

Subjective, based on insiders’ views, as in explanations
people have for their own cultural behavior.
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etic

Objective, based on outsiders’ views, as in explanations
of people’s behavior by anthropologists or other
observers.

In his popular book Cows, Pigs, Wars and Witches: The Riddles of Culture
(1974), Harris contrasted emic and etic explanations of why Hindus in India do
not eat or even kill cows. According to an emic analysis, Hindus do not kill cows
because cows are sacred animals, symbolic of “everything that is alive.” This is
an explanation that a Hindu believer might give. In an etic analysis, however, the
meaning of the sacredness of cows is analyzed in the context of the economic
needs of farmers in India. For example, Indian farmers use cattle to pull their
plows and they use the dung as fuel for cooking fires and as insulation in their
houses. Harris concluded that cattle are considered “sacred” to protect them
from slaughter, because they are vital to Indian farming. Harris’ work has been
influential in its focus on understanding the ecological and materialist meanings
and origins of systems of belief and practice. He has shown that such practices
are not random but instead are grounded in the necessities of survival and the
organization of daily life.

Structuralist Perspectives

Taking a different turn in the analysis of culture, some anthropologists
emphasize the centrality of forms and structure in the expression of culture,
called structuralism . For example, the French scholar Claude Lévi-Strauss
used theories from structural linguistics (Saussure 1916) to analyze symbolic
expressions of culture in terms of their structures or patterns, in addition to their
meanings. His goal was to identify the underlying patterns that all the
expressions have in common or the underlying codes on which all the
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expressions are based. Cultures could then be understood in terms of pattern
variance.

structuralism

View that cultural differences can be explained by
differences in forms or conceptual categories rather
than in meanings.
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From the perspective of cultural materialism, cattle are too important for
agriculture to be slaughtered in India.

Lévi-Strauss was interested in explaining why myths from different cultures
around the world seem so similar. Treating mythology as a form of language or
symbolic communication, he proposed a “principle of opposition” that all myths
share, much like novels have a protagonist who engages in some kind of
struggle that is somehow resolved. In mythology, heroic struggles involve a
contest between opposites, especially between various forms of good and evil,
with or without third-party mediation. Myths can be told and retold with
elaborations, but the basic structure always stays the same. In this case,
understanding cultural differences would involve identifying the particular hero,
type of struggle, type of mediation, if any, and type of outcome in each case.
One can use Levi-Strauss’ approach to uncover a widespread narrative
structure and narrative arc recognizable in most myths and folklore. These
narrative structures exist as well in popular culture in the form of films, for
example, where protagonists are confronted with conflicts or problems that they
have to overcome. Finally, these narrative forms can also be found to underlie
personal stories that people tell each other about incidents in their lives,
demonstrating their ways of dealing with life’s challenges.

Lévi-Strauss’ work essentially developed a theory of the mind, based on
structural analysis, to explain cultural differences as variations in basic themes
of universal human thinking. He also applied this method to the study of kinship
(1949). He was interested in the fact that kinship structures are limited in the
number of basic types and are strongly supported by myths and taboos. He
looked for a basic unit of kinship that could explain all the variations. For any
society requiring a man to marry outside his own hereditary line, for example,
Lévi-Strauss identified a cluster of four roles—brother, sister, father, son. These
roles structure the exchanges that maintain the circulation of women in the
society and establish cooperative relationships or alliances among kin groups.
He proposed that marriage is the means through which people, and men in
particular, form alliances that promote social cohesion and stability. Marriages
forge alliances through a reciprocal exchange between one group that gives
women as wives to another group, receiving gifts in return. This sets up
patterned relationships between wife givers and wife receivers that over time
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establish enduring bonds between the groups. Chapters 8  and 9  further
explore these topics. Understanding cultural differences in this case would
involve identifying and comparing marriage rules, kin roles, forms of exchanges,
and forms of alliances. Although Lévi-Strauss is criticized for his focus on men
as the primary social actors in these relationships, the perspective of
structuralism remains useful today in its emphasis on patterned relationships
among people occupying particular roles in society.

Interpretive Anthropology

In contrast to structural-functional analyses, some anthropologists focus on
culture as meanings rather than as forms and functions. American
anthropologist Clifford Geertz (1973), for example, focuses on mental and
cognitive processes in the development and transmission of culture. This kind of
analysis, sometimes called interpretive anthropology , stresses the
multilayered symbolic meanings of people’s actions. From this perspective,
cultural behavior is the acting out of those meanings.

interpretive anthropology

View that cultural differences can be understood as
complex webs of meaning rather than through forms.

Geertz developed his theory while working among the Javanese. According to
Geertz, “Man is an animal suspended in webs of significance he himself has
spun; I take culture to be those webs, and the analysis of it to be therefore not
an experimental science in search of law but an interpretative one in search of
meaning” (1973, 4–5). Geertz has called culture an “acted document” that is
essentially public and therefore observable and analyzable. Doing ethnography,
then, is like trying to read or construct a reading from a manuscript. To
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understand culture, interpretive anthropologists pay close attention to people’s
expressions of values, attitudes, meanings, intentions, and the felt importance of
their actions (9–10). As the collective characteristics of a group, these
meanings help define cultural differences among different groups. In order to
uncover cultural meanings, working in the native languages is crucial since
interpreters, no matter how adept and knowledgeable in the two languages,
cannot translate subtle and symbolic nuances not directly expressed but
covertly understood by native speakers.

Conflict Perspectives and the Analysis
of Culture and Power

Conflict perspectives  focus on social problems or social issues in societies,
especially those that arise as a result of the distribution of power among groups
or social categories. Much of this analysis focuses on the relationship between
culture and various forms of social, economic, and political power. Its adherents
often use a Marxist framework to analyze how capitalist institutions penetrate
and transform indigenous societies to suit their own needs.

conflict perspectives

Understanding cultural differences as a consequence of
conflict in the interests and goals of various groups
within a society and focusing on issues of power and
resistance.
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Anthropologist Eleanor Leacock’s (1981) pioneering work on the Montagnais
and Naskapi in eastern Canada pointed to the role of colonial government in
undermining indigenous culture.

One important concern in the analysis of power is the issue of gender, which
also plays a role in anthropology. Many anthropological writings (by both male
and female anthropologists) have a conceptual male bias. This bias often
results in the assumption that male dominance exists (and has existed) in all
societies. Reconstructions of indigenous social life prior to European contact tell
a different story about the roles of men and women, however. Evidence
indicates that, in many societies, especially in communities relying on a hunter-
gatherer economy, gender relations were often essentially equal, certainly more
equal than after European conquest or colonization led to conformity to a
European cultural model (Etienne and Leacock 1980; Leacock 1981). This
conformity also led to patterns of leadership and decision-making procedures in
many of the societies that European powers confronted and overwhelmed.
Indigenous societies often were based on egalitarian ethics—principles that
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community members had fundamentally equal rights to available resources and
to social respect. Attitudes about communal and family control of land were
undermined and altered as notions of private property and individual control of
resources became the norm, in keeping with European economic systems.
Students of power and colonial control often use conflict perspectives, feminist
perspectives, or Marxist frameworks to analyze how indigenous cultures have
been transformed.

Have you ever been a newcomer? What preconceptions did you bring
with you?

egalitarian ethics

Social principles that support equal access to resources
and to social prestige within a community

Conflict perspectives are especially helpful in understanding culture change,
whether that change is derived from internal processes or from external
sources. For example, changes in attitudes and in practices may result from
tensions among distinct segments of society based perhaps on class, gender,
or ethnic differentiation. These tensions may over time lead to innovations or to
fundamental alterations in the ways that societies are ordered and the ways
that social roles are understood and enacted. Conflicts resulting from warfare
and other sources of aggression between societies may also lead to change as
one group may come to dominate another and impose not only their military
control but also their cultural norms and practices.

Finally, conflict perspectives can help us understand the kinds of challenges and
resistance to power expressed by dominated groups. Such resistance may take
overt forms of refusal to acquiesce to power but it may also take covert forms
of creative expression through song, artwork, and storytelling as well as through
the transmission of secret knowledge.
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Interpretive and conflict perspectives, in particular, share an emphasis on
including multiple voices and perspectives within a community. From an
interpretive framework, meaning is not homogeneous but rather is produced and
interpreted by different people depending on their particular experiences and
statuses within society. From a conflict framework, a society consists of people
with different status- and role-related interests and privileges. And these
differences need to be heard and analyzed (see Controversies feature). As Lila
Abu-Lughod suggests, “Generalization, the characteristic mode of operation and
style of writing of the social sciences can no longer be regarded as neutral
description. . . . When one generalizes from experiences and conversations with
a number of specific people in a community, one tends to flatten out differences
among them and to homogenize them . . . and tends to smooth over
contradictions, conflicts of interest, and doubts and arguments, not to mention
changing motivations and circumstances” (2008, 58). Anthropologists therefore
need to focus on “the particular” to understand the complexity, variability, and
inconsistencies of human experience.

Reflexive Anthropology

Reflexive anthropology  has been developed and championed by
anthropologists in the tradition of postmodernism. The goal of such studies is to
understand cultural impacts on the observations and writings of anthropologists,
which must be taken into account in understanding other cultures (Clifford and
Marcus 1986).

reflexive anthropology

The anthropology of anthropology, which focuses on the
labels that anthropologists use, the impacts of
anthropologists on the people they study, and
professional ethics.
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Early anthropologists saw their study populations as “primitive.” As a result of
colonialism and imperialism, societies were created that often appeared as
static, timeless, and “traditional” to later European and American
anthropologists, when they were not. Other labels often used but still difficult to
define include the terms non-Western, native, and indigenous.

Today, rather than viewing societies as isolates and ideal types with unique sets
of cultural traits, anthropologists investigate how the cultural practices and
attitudes of a society relate to processes of globalization, such as
modernization and economic development. Many anthropologists look for ways
to apply their knowledge and theories to address these contemporary
problems. In addition, anthropologists recognize that many voices cooperate
and compete in the production of meaning, creating polyphony —the many
sounds and voices of people in all segments or groups in a society. In this
context, some anthropologists question the choice of voice in the texts that they
produce and their own role in the process of presentation (see the
Controversies feature later in this chapter for more discussion of these complex
issues).

polyphony

The many voices of people from all the different
segments and groups that make up a society; a quality
of ethnographic writing today that presents multiple
views of a culture.

Review
The discipline of anthropology developed in the nineteenth century;
however, some missionaries, explorers, and colonists made detailed
accounts of other cultures beginning in the fifteenth and sixteenth
centuries. Evolutionism influenced nineteenth-century works by Herbert
Spencer, Edward Tylor, and Lewis Henry Morgan. Two important figures
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in early twentieth-century anthropology are Franz Boas, who called for an
anthropology based on cultural relativism and empiricism, and Bronislaw
Malinowski, who explained cultural traits from the perspective of
functionalism. Anthropologists may also use a materialist perspective
(either cultural ecology or cultural materialism), structuralist perspectives
and symbolic analyses, or conflict perspectives involving the analysis of
culture and power to describe and explain culture. Interpretive
anthropology focuses on the interconnectivity, subjectivity, and multiplicity
of cultural meanings. And reflexive anthropology seeks to uncover and
make visible the perspectives of the anthropologist him/herself in the
processes of observation, analysis, and presentation of data about other
cultures.

Ethnography and Fieldwork
Fieldwork —living with the group under study—remains a hallmark of modern
anthropological methods. Writing about fieldwork, Paul Rabinow stated that
“Culture is interpretation. The ‘facts’ of anthropology, the material that the
anthropologist has gone to the field to find, are already themselves
interpretations” (1977, 155). These interpretations are in effect translations
from one cultural system into another. In the past, most anthropologists worked
in societies different from their own, but today many work in their own countries
and some even in their own communities. In addition, some anthropologists
focus on secondary analyses of existing data rather than gathering primary
data. Two types of studies based on secondary sources are comparisons using
databases and ethnologies based on historical documents.

fieldwork

In anthropology, living and interacting with the people or
group under study.
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Cross-Cultural Comparisons

In 1949, anthropologists at Yale University founded the Human Relations Area
Files (HRAF) to gather in one database and codify all the known cultural facts
and details about the world’s peoples. HRAF data consist of facts extracted
from ethnographies written by anthropologists doing fieldwork in all parts of the
world. The collection is divided into five world areas: Africa, Asia, North
America, South America, and Oceania. Hundreds of cultural features and
practices are coded and cross-referenced for making 
cross-cultural comparisons . Researchers use the HRAF data to find
statistical correlations among certain cultural features or to test hypotheses
about what cultural facts or forms are likely to be found in association with other
facts or forms. The HRAF database can be accessed through university library
systems that subscribe to the service.

cross-cultural comparisons

Means of understanding cultural differences and
similarities through data analysis rather than direct
observation.

For example, a study by Melvin Ember and Carol Ember (1996a) used HRAF
data to propose hypotheses about the cultural settings in which couples choose
to live near the family of the husband after marriage, in contrast to those in
which couples choose to live near the wife’s family. Another HRAF-based study
by the Embers (1996b) showed a strong correlation among different kinds of
violence in societies. Societies that frequently engage in warfare also are more
likely to tolerate high levels of violence in other social contexts, such as murder,
rape, assault, and domestic abuse.
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Although large-scale comparative studies like the Embers’s can uncover
associations among cultural traits, comparing data that have been collected
from numerous ethnographies and articles written by different researchers is
difficult. In the first place, the data may not be comparable. In addition, when
gleaned from

Culture Change Documenting Changes in the
Lives of Australian Aborigines
Using historical and ethnographic data, Australian ethnohistorians piece together
the processes of transformation in the lives of Aborigines before and after the
arrival of Europeans on the continent. They base their studies on documents
describing interactions between Aboriginal peoples and Europeans, and on the
policies carried out by agents of change, such as explorers, missionaries,
traders, settlers, and government officials. Maps, photographs, biographies,
and oral traditions are other sources of data ethnohistorians use in
understanding change.
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Ethnohistorians also document how societies invent and reinvent themselves
and their cultures in response to internal and external forces. For example, the
Aboriginal Family History Project of the South Australian Museum researches
Aboriginal genealogies and community histories. The project uses material
collected by museum anthropologists, ethnographers, and historians over the
past century, but in particular the records of Norman Tindale and Joseph
Birdsell, early twentieth-century anthropologists who collected data on
Australian Aborigines. The museum’s collection includes thousands of photos
taken at Aboriginal sites around Australia.

Among many other Australian ethnohistory databases are hundreds of
documents that scholars, writers, and community leaders prepared about the
Awaba Aborigines of the Lake Macquarie region, housed at the University of
Newcastle, including an 1837 translation of The Gospel of St. Mark in
Awabakal. Other documents describe the genocide of Aborigines by Europeans
and the forced assimilation of survivors, along with the struggles of present-day
Aborigines to gain recognition of their claims to land, improve their economic
conditions, and preserve their traditional culture.

Aboriginal Land Rights protest, Sydney, Australia.
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Data uncovered by ethnohistorians and testimony of contemporary Aborigines
led Australian Prime Minister Kevin Rudd to issue a formal apology in 2008 for
the treatment of Aborigines by Australian authorities. Of special note was the
policy of forcibly removing Aboriginal and mixed-race children from their homes
and taking them to residential facilities or placing them in foster care (see Case
Study in Chapter 16 ). Estimates suggest that more than 50,000 Aboriginal
children were removed. Prime Minister Rudd began his statement:

There is something terribly primal about the firsthand accounts [of victims]. The pain is
searing; it screams from the pages. The hurt, the humiliation, the degradation and the sheer
brutality of the act of physically separating a mother from her children is a deep assault on
our senses and on our most elemental humanity. These stories cry out to be heard; they cry
out for an apology. . . . That is what we are doing in this place today. (quoted in Cultural
Survival Quarterly, 2008, 7)

ethnographies, practices and traits are taken out of their full cultural and
historical contexts, which also may make them difficult to compare. Another
danger in comparative studies is imputing causality: Although certain traits may
appear in association, it may not be clear whether they are causally related at
all or whether one trait causes or is an effect of another.

Ethnohistorical Research

A field more concerned with causal relationships in culture change than with
comparisons is ethnohistory , the reconstruction and interpretation of the
history of indigenous peoples from their point of view as well as the points of
view of outside observers. Thus, some anthropological work takes place in
libraries and archives containing historical records that help researchers learn
about past conditions and events relevant to understanding the present lives of
the people they are studying. A survey of ethnohistory usually is part of the
preparation for conducting fieldwork. Ethnohistorians analyze the processes
stemming from historical events and their consequences for changes in
indigenous culture. A common focus is the impact of colonialism and conquest
on the cultures of colonized peoples.
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ethnohistory

Field of study for reconstructing and interpreting the
history of indigenous peoples from their point of view as
well as the points of view of ethnohistorians.

Globalization

Imagine that your e-mails or blogs are among the records
on which an ethnohistory of Internet culture is based. What
kinds of information would your records provide? How
could your records be interpreted to explain changes in
Internet culture? How could your records help to document
the changes we call globalization?

Ethnographic Fieldwork

Much of the work of anthropology consists of collecting and analyzing
information about culture—that is, people’s activities, beliefs, and attitudes. As
you read in Chapter 1 , the reports that result from doing cultural
anthropology are called ethnography (from the Greek word ethnos, meaning
“people” or “a division of people”). The methods used in ethnographic work
obviously depend on the kind of data required. Because cultural anthropology is
concerned with the complex study of living cultures, anthropologists need to
obtain many different kinds of information in many different kinds of settings.
Anthropologists’ initial fieldwork experiences often set the framework in which
their research interests develop and continue throughout their careers.
Anthropologists traditionally have chosen research problems and sites in foreign
countries. This is still a common approach, but today many anthropologists
work in their own countries, even in their own communities.
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Doing Fieldwork

Fieldwork involves a complex process of observing and participating in another
culture. As you read in Chapter 1 , participant observation is at the core of
the fieldwork experience. Anthropologists both observe the activities taking
place in the community and participate in them as much as possible and as
appropriate. Anthropologists usually live in the community that they are studying,
sometimes renting a house or a room in someone else’s dwelling. Fieldwork,
then, is an ongoing, multifaceted research experience.

Choosing a Problem and Site
Anthropologists begin by choosing a research problem and then the site in
which to conduct their study. Most anthropologists do their first research project
when they are graduate students. Their interest in a particular subject may
develop from an especially exciting course or from an especially stimulating
teacher. Some anthropologists have long-standing interests in a particular
country or community. Others choose a research site that best suits their
theoretical or topical interests. Most graduate students embarking on their first
field trip are advised to plan to be on site for about one year. This allows
observations during a full annual cycle of economic, social, and ritual activities.
Longer field stays are always beneficial but may not be possible due to lack of
funding.

Doing Preliminary Research
Before fieldwork trips, researchers gather as much information about their
subject of study as they can. They read what other anthropologists have written
about the topic, attempting to understand the data and the theoretical
approaches that others have used in analyzing the problem. To prepare
themselves for entering a foreign country or community, they will want to learn
as much as they can about the culture, the history, the conditions, and
significant current events of that region, as well as the rules for entering and
residing in the country. If possible, anthropologists also study the language of
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the country so that they can communicate directly with the residents. Before
setting out for the site, anthropologists often make contact with local people to
make sure that their presence in the community will be acceptable.

Anthropologist Elisha Renne (right) confers with professors Dr. Babatunde
Agbaje-Williams and Dr. Aderonke Adesanya in Nigeria. Much anthropological
field work today takes place in large-scale societies rather than small
indigenous communities.

Arrival and Culture Shock
In the field, researchers must immediately learn new customs, new faces, new
foods, new languages, and ways of communicating. This learning is intense
because, unlike tourists, anthropologists are immersing themselves in a new
way of life in which they will participate. Often, the unstated rules of decorum
and etiquette are most easily, and unknowingly, violated. Anthropologists need
to be keenly observant, not only of other people’s activities but also of the way
other people react. By being sensitive to people’s reactions, anthropologists can
learn much about attitudes, values, and norms. Their experiences also afford
them new insights into their own culture, behavior, and beliefs. Nevertheless,
doing fieldwork has emotional ups and downs. At the beginning, anthropologists
may feel uncertain, fearful, and lonely as they seek acceptance and
cooperation. They may also experience culture shock —the feeling of being
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out of place in unfamiliar surroundings, and the feeling of losing one’s cultural
bearings.

culture shock

Feeling an anthropologist may have at the start of
fieldwork of being out of place in unfamiliar
surroundings.

Have you ever experienced culture shock? What was the situation? How
did you respond to it?

Globalization

The communities in which anthropologists conduct fieldwork
are linked to other communities, the nation, and other
nations through local, regional, national, and transnational
systems of exchange and the global market economy. A
farm family in India, for example, might sell produce and
handicrafts in regional markets that link ultimately to
international export and import markets. Anthropologists
must trace these kinds of connections and understand their
impacts on people’s daily lives.

Choosing a Place to Live
Once on site, anthropologists obtain a place of residence, arranging to live in or
near a household or renting a dwelling. Living in a household has the advantage
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of proximity to people through family networks and routine participation in
household and community events. Of course, the anthropologists need to find
someone willing to be a host, sometimes a difficult task. A disadvantage to
staying with a family, however, is that members of a household may try to ally
themselves with the anthropologists, against the interests of others in the
community, or may try to involve the anthropologists on their side in local social
and political networks. In many field locations, anthropologists may have high
status among the people they study. In poor and marginalized communities, they
may be perceived as rich and powerful simply because of their presence and
the assumed privilege of their lives, although anthropologists are rarely thought
of as such in their own countries or communities. A challenge of fieldwork, then,
is to establish good relations without allowing people to use a relationship to
gain benefits or advantages over others in the community. Thus, although
friendships may develop between an anthropologist and the people in the
community, the researcher needs to remain as nonpartisan as possible in village
conflicts, disputes, and controversies.

Working in an Unfamiliar Language
As fieldwork begins, anthropologists usually hire an interpreter unless they are
fluent in the local language. Learning the field language is clearly desirable, and
even necessary, if the anthropologists truly want to learn the kinds of meanings
people ascribe to their own behavior. Working through translators is very
different from speaking directly to people. Many nuances of meaning and
attitudes that are conveyed in language are lost in translation, regardless of the
interpreter’s skill.

Gathering Data
Once they are established, the anthropologists often survey the village or
community or other field site. They may draw a map, situating the site within its
local environment and the houses, other structures, farm fields, open spaces, or
other areas where people congregate and socialize. A social survey, collecting 
qualitative data , may include information about the composition of
households and the relationships between members of nearby houses. From
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these data, anthropologists learn about family ties and neighborhood networks.
Anthropologists sometimes hire assistants to help with these tasks. If assistants
come from the village, they can provide a personal connection to other people
and help broaden the anthropologist’s social network.

qualitative data

Information obtained through personal interviews, life
histories, observation, and interaction with community
members.

Gathering data includes interviewing members of the community. Traditional
anthropological methodology includes collecting data concerning kinship, that is,
how people trace relationships and descent from generation to generation and
among members of the same generation. Combining genealogical information
with residence histories that record how long people have resided in which
houses allows anthropologists to learn about systems of relationships, people’s
geographic mobility, and intercommunity relations. It is also traditional to gather
data about the ways that people obtain their food, earn a living, and provide
themselves and others with goods and services. Economic and social networks
may link groups and societies through trade, intermarriage, and friendships.

Anthropologists may collect quantitative data  such as population trends
reflected in births, marriages, and mortality statistics, fluctuations in community
size, sources of income, and other statistical measures relevant to their specific
studies.

quantitative data

Statistical information about population, employment
and income figures, census reports on births and
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mortality, and so on, that reflect trends and processes
within a community.

In addition to gathering qualitative and quantitative data, some anthropologists
use photography and film as methods of recording the lives and voices of
community members. These visual technologies provide dramatic and authentic
reflections by the people themselves. However, their use may raise ethical
problems, especially around the issue of anonymity. Someone whose image or
voice is recorded can obviously be easily identified. In situations of conflict, the
personal safety of participants may be jeopardized.

Researchers also gather data through formal interviews and by attending
meetings, informal gatherings, religious activities, and other community events.
Anthropologists try to participate as much as possible to the extent that their
presence is acceptable to community members. Anthropologists need to be
sensitive to villagers’ attitudes about an outsider’s participation in community life.
Outsiders may be welcome in some settings but not in others, particularly in
sacred or secret activities or in meetings where controversial issues are
discussed. Women anthropologists might find their access to certain men’s
activities limited, and male anthropologists might likewise find their access to
certain women’s activities restricted. Anthropologists usually want to interview
community political officials, religious functionaries, teachers, and doctors for
certain kinds of information. It is important, however, not to become overreliant
on local authorities, in order to avoid interpretation of village life from the
perspective of the local elite. Despite increasing involvement with villagers,
researchers usually remain outsiders, except sometimes for those who are
themselves indigenous or native to the group they are studying. Some of the
best, most insightful ethnographic accounts are written by native
anthropologists.

Interpreting and Reporting Data
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During and after fieldwork, anthropologists reflect on their interactions and the
data they have collected. New research questions may arise, new opportunities
for observation and participation may present themselves, and new
understandings of what has happened may be revealed. Field notes are
rewritten as ethnographic accounts and papers, which are published and
presented at professional meetings. Sharing the results of research is important
in a community of scholars and often leads to new research questions to
answer. Anthropological reports are framed within the analytic and theoretical
perspectives of the researcher. Other anthropologists may undertake
reanalyses of data, focusing on additional questions and employing different
theoretical frameworks.

When anthropologists return home after living in the field for an extended period
of time and becoming comfortable in a different culture, they often go through a
period of culture shock, not unlike the culture shock they felt when they first
arrived in the field. They may see the behavior of their friends and relatives with
new eyes. For a while, they are outside observers of their own culture, once so
familiar and taken for granted. Of course, in a short time, they are readily
integrated into their own daily lives. The experience of living with other people in
another society has profound and lasting meaning. For many, it gives them new
insights into their own behavior and their own beliefs.

How could you apply each of the steps described in this section in a
fieldwork situation close to home?

Anthropological Research in Urban
Societies

When anthropologists conduct research in urban societies, they use many of the
same data-collection techniques that they use in rural or isolated communities.
Rarely, however, do they study a whole town or city. Instead, they investigate a
specific topic within a defined subculture or group. For example, some
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researchers specialize in urban anthropology , a field that focuses on
studying the lives of people living in cities or urban neighborhoods. Urban
anthropologists may analyze a neighborhood association, a particular
occupational group, a school setting, a religious network, a health care delivery
system, or a senior citizen center. The people in these groups may or may not
reside near one another, but they interact frequently in particular areas of their
lives.

urban anthropology

Field that focuses on studying the lives of people living
in cities or urban neighborhoods.

survey research

Use of formal questionnaires, administered to a random
sample of subjects, eliciting social data that can be
analyzed statistically.

In conducting this kind of research, anthropologists use data-gathering
techniques similar to those sociologists and other researchers use, including
survey research. Survey research  involves the use of formal questionnaires,
administered to a random sample of subjects, to elicit social data such as
occupation, income, level of education, marital status, participation in clubs and
associations, political and religious affiliations, household size, number of
computers in the home, and so on. Questionnaires also elicit information about
people’s attitudes, values, and practices, which are then tallied and analyzed.
Survey data provide information about features and trends in the community
under study, including socioeconomic conditions, social participation, social
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norms, people’s attitudes and opinions, and cultural practices. In survey
research, data analysis can

In Their Own Voices

Fieldwork and the Phone
In this excerpt, anthropologist P. L. Sunderland reflects on her discovery
of the value of a new research tool—the telephone—as an integral part
of her fieldwork conducted among women participating in the
mainstream jazz community centered in New York City.

In the United States and in many other parts of the world, day to day
interaction with the telephone has changed significantly over the last
fifteen to twenty years. On the whole, anthropologists have paid little
scholarly attention to the telephone.

I began thinking about this issue in the early 1990s. At the time I was
conducting fieldwork in New York City’s mainstream jazz community. I
had more or less stumbled onto this dissertation topic because of taking
up employment during graduate school in Bradley’s, at the time not only
an important mainstream jazz club, but also the important jazz “hang.”
Then when I set about to begin the research, I conceived of my fieldwork
as having two main components: 1) ethnographic observations and
conversations carried out in jazz clubs and at other jazz events; and 2)
face-to-face audio-taped interviews with women of the community,
carried out in the women’s homes. I did both of these things. But I also
found myself spending a considerable amount of time on the phone. I
soon realized that telephone conversations were not only crucial to the
fieldwork, but in many senses constituted the fieldwork. Many of my
telephone conversations were participant observation. I was equally
interacting and participating with the women in a quotidian form of
activity.

I was actually excited. It felt like I had discovered a very new thing—that
a way in which urban research is carried out is via the phone. It makes
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sense. So much of our “other” life, that is our “not-fieldwork” life is
carried out via the phone. With the excitement of this realization, there
was the simultaneous heightened awareness of anthropologists’ lack of
mention of the telephone.

As anthropologists we have not generally embraced the telephone as a
fieldwork medium, even when we recognize it as “socially key” for
ourselves as well as others. Without a doubt, telephone interaction was
an extremely important aspect of everyday life for jazz community
members. The telephone was also the primary medium that allowed the
“everyday” boundaries of the community to extend beyond the
geographical limits of the city.

As anthropologists we have recognized the need to dislodge cultural
matters from spaces and places, and recognized the validity of
arguments that stable, bounded “things” like societies and communities
are the product of analytic imagination.

The double-barreled nature of telephone conversations—transmitters of
meaning and social relationship glue—are why I say that in some ways
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my telephone conversations were the quintessential aspects of my
fieldwork experience.

But as much as I was excited about these interactions as fieldwork
interactions, I sometimes did not feel as good or comfortable about
these interactions as fieldwork as I did when I was in jazz clubs or at
other jazz events. It often did not feel quite right.

Participant observation can be a murky, personally messy business. A
major source of the personal messiness of participant observation can
come from the attempt to do what others do in a setting—and as a
consequence, establish relations based on that activity—but with a
different, outside-of-that-sphere goal in mind.

Fieldnotes are considered a necessity for us after face-to-face
encounters and also would probably be quickly understood by others.
For friendly conversations on the telephone there was no such model—
for any of us—and I believe this was also part of the discomfort.

An underlying sense that telephone interactions are not the “real” stuff of
community or social life also undoubtedly influences our anthropological
hesitation to utilize the telephone in fieldwork. As we fully recognize the
telephone as an important medium of contemporary social life and as we
incorporate the telephone into our ethnographic toolkit, we open the door
for another kind of fieldwork.

Anthropologists’ commitment to long-term intensive involvement with
people continues to distinguish our scholarship. This merit should not be
lost. [But] we must be sure that we do not wear methodological blinders.
Anthropological methodology was developed in social situations where
the telephone was virtually nonexistent. When we find ourselves using the
telephone in our fieldwork, it is important that we do not have to hide
from that use. We know that telephones are in homes, offices, pockets,
purses, and public places. We also know we participate in telephone
interactions with other scholars, friends, family, and so on. It is also time
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that we included them, and admitted to including them, as integral parts
of our fieldwork.

From P. L. Sunderland. 1999. “Fieldwork and the Phone.” Anthropological Quarterly

72(3): 105–17.
Critical Thinking Questions

Think about how you would go about writing an ethnography of
your own use of telephones. What questions might you
investigate? Here are some possibilities: For what purposes do
you use telephones? Do you always answer the phone when it
rings? What do you think you accomplish through phone use?
Could you accomplish these goals by some other means? What’s
the difference?

emphasize statistical correlations to answer a particular research question, or
narrative descriptions to understand the life of the group or community as a
whole.
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Anthropologists also use participant observation in urban settings. Urban
anthropologist Judith Freidenberg (2000) studied elderly Puerto Ricans in New
York City’s El Barrio, a predominantly Hispanic neighborhood on the Upper East
Side of Manhattan. Freidenberg consulted archival and historical records on
immigration from Puerto Rico, neighborhood residency, and age and gender
distribution of the Puerto Rican community in New York in order to situate her
field community within its larger geographic, social, and historical contexts. She
gathered statistics on income, occupation, and education to obtain a social and
economic profile of the community. Then, before entering the field, she made a
survey of neighborhood associations, church groups, after-school programs,
and clinics and hospitals to understand the extent of Puerto Rican involvement in
community services and networks.

After obtaining enough background information, Freidenberg attended
community functions and visited senior centers and health care clinics so that
she could get to know the people who used these services and they could get
to know her. She then talked with individuals whom she thought would be
interested in working with her and began conducting in-depth interviews with
them. She also accompanied her consultants in their daily activities, such as
shopping, attending church, going to the doctor, and visiting with friends.

Over time, Freidenberg gained firsthand knowledge about the people’s
activities, attitudes, and opinions on a wide range of subjects. By collecting
extended life histories , she got a fairly complete picture of people’s
experiences throughout their lives. She was able to understand their perspective
on what it means to grow older as immigrants in a large city and to need health
care and social services. As years passed, Freidenberg became part of their
lives and they part of hers. She used the knowledge she had gained to make
policy recommendations about the delivery of medical and social services to the
elderly in New York City.

l i fe histories
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A research methodology focusing on collecting
narratives of the life experiences of research
participants, including their places of residence, work,
family composition, social interactions, and roles within
their communities.

Just as Freidenberg studied elderly Puerto Ricans in New York City, Scott
Youngstedt (2004) focused his research on how Hausa migrants to Niamey, the
capital of Niger in western Africa, build social networks in their new settings to
create or re-create a sense of community and familiarity as they adjust to living
far from “home.” When new arrivals come to the city, they immediately attempt
to locate other people from their hometowns, re-creating the kinds of social
support familiar to them from traditional ethics of reciprocity and mutual aid.
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As an urban anthropologist, how might you go about studying this Puerto Rican
community in New York City? What aspects of the culture of this community
would you want to try to understand through your study?

In 1960, at the time of Niger’s independence, the city had a population of
30,000, approximately 3,600 (or 12 percent) of whom were Hausa. By 2003,
slightly more than half of the city’s 800,000 residents were Hausa (Youngstedt
2004, 96). Most Hausa migrants to Niamey hope to return to their home villages
once they achieve comparative economic success. However, few are able to do
so. Few jobs provide steady employment or sufficient salaries to enable
workers to save money. Instead, life becomes a struggle to pay for the basic
necessities of food and housing. That Hausa and members of other groups
continue to be drawn to Niamey indicates the degree of poverty in rural
communities. Indeed, a report by the United Nations Human Development
Programme in 2002 ranked Niger 173rd out of 174 nations studied (Youngstedt
2004, 94).

Hausa men meet daily in coffee shops and public squares where they exchange
information about jobs or housing, get news from their hometowns, and debate
issues. Youngstedt’s interactions with Hausa consultants in these “conversation
groups” revealed that the men developed and transmitted their understandings
of how the position of their nation in the global economy contributes to creating
their own conditions of poverty and disadvantage. Urban studies unveil the
complex layers of activities and meanings that connect individuals to one
another and to the global contexts in which their lives are situated.

Another topic of research in cities is analysis of occupational groups in their
urban and national environments. Florence Babb’s research on market women
in the city of Huarez in northwestern Peru centered on both the activities of
individual traders and the government policies aimed at restricting their work
(Babb 1989). Babb’s study uncovered the precarious but essential role that
tradeswomen render to settled urban populations. For the women, trading
provided one of the few income-generating occupations available for people
with few or no formal work skills. Marketing is one of the two most common
occupations for women in Peru, second only to domestic service. Women are a
large majority of the traders throughout the country (Babb 1989, 3). Trading
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enables women to keep the flexible hours that allow them to fulfill other family
responsibilities. Despite the hard work and long hours, most traders make little
money. They are increasingly overshadowed by more formal commercial
establishments. In addition, men have many more job options because of better
education and training.

Peruvian government policies contribute to marginalizing traders, most of whom
are members of indigenous communities, in part because their activities are
difficult to regulate and their income is difficult to tax. They are also seen as
symptoms of economic backwardness. But studies of tradespeople in urban
centers, not only in Peru but also throughout Latin America and Africa,
demonstrate that they provide a wide range of products including raw and
cooked foods, meat, and clothing.

In addition to focusing on particular groups, occupations, and neighborhoods,
urban anthropologists may analyze the cultural and structural linkages among
diverse populations within a city. They may also focus on structural linkages
between communities, larger urban contexts, and national social and political
entities. This focus guided the research of Jagna Sharff (1998), who led a team
of three urban anthropologists in a long-term (fifteen-year) research project in a
poor, predominantly Hispanic neighborhood on the Lower East Side of New
York City.

Case Study Life in Riverfront: A Midwestern
Town Seen through Japanese Eyes
In their book, Life in Riverfront: A Middle-Western Town Seen Through
Japanese Eyes (2001), two Japanese anthropologists, Mariko Fujita Sano and
Toshiyuki Sano, write about the process of doing ethnography of a foreign
culture in a complex, heterogeneous society made up of people of different
social classes and ethnic and religious groups. They tell about their expectations
before embarking on fieldwork and about their gradual immersion as both
observers and participants in community life. The town, located in central
Wisconsin, has about 22,000 residents, nearly all of European American
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ancestry. Both anthropologists were born and raised in Japan and received
PhDs in anthropology from Stanford University in California. They had absorbed
stereotypes about “Middle America” that they feared might affect their
observations, and were concerned that they might not be readily accepted or
trusted in Riverfront, which had few Asian residents: As “foreigners . . .
everything that we do would stand out.”

The couple also worried about finding a place to live, especially after the owner
of the first apartment they looked at asked, “Which church do you go to?” They
were afraid that people might be hostile to them because Japan was an enemy
of the United States in World War II. Mariko Sano was concerned that
“conservative Middle Americans” would think of her as a housewife
accompanying her husband, rather than as a well-educated professional.
Another preconception that the Sanos brought to Riverfront was that the town
would be ethnically uniform. “Although we had known that American society is
ethnically diverse, we tended to associate ethnicity with racial minorities such as
African Americans, Hispanics, and Asians and tended to see European-
American people as a uniform ethnicity” (2001, 1). Yet Europeans proved
equally diverse.
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The Sanos imagined Riverfront as a rural community in the midst of farms and
open country. They thought that life would be simpler than in a large city,
although they hadn’t really thought about what “simpler” might mean. They
found, of course, that “Middle America” is much more complex than they had
anticipated based on their preconceived notions and stereotypes. They also
found that Riverfront is embedded not only in a geographic context but also in
an economic and political context of competing interests and identities.

The Sanos combined several research methodologies. They delved into archival
material to understand the town’s development since its incorporation in 1856.
They traced the geographic spread and economic growth of the town and its
relationship to a campus in the University of Wisconsin system. They also
collected life histories from older residents and used them to “sketch a picture”
of life in Riverfront as early as the 1920s and 1930s. They were careful to
obtain life histories representative of the various ethnic groups there to
ascertain similarities and differences in the immigrant experience. In addition,
the Sanos analyzed quantitative statistical data from official census lists dating
back to the mid-nineteenth century, detailing population, ethnic and national
origin, and residential mobility within the town. The Sanos also volunteered at a
senior citizen center, helping to serve meals for elderly townspeople. This
activity enabled the Sanos to meet people, establish friendly relations, and
contribute to the community. It also gave them opportunities for informal
conversations and interviews.

After a year in Riverfront, life changed for the Sanos and their relations with
people when Mariko gave birth to their first child. As they point out,
“Anthropologists in the field often reach a turning point at which the nature of the
relationship with their interviewees changes dramatically. For us, the turning
point was the birth of our son.” Even before the baby was born, people began
to give advice about how to take care of the child, in effect beginning the
process of integrating the child into the culture of Riverfront. From being
outsiders and strangers, the Sanos became friends and community members,
especially to regulars at the senior citizens center. People commented that the
child, because of its birth in Riverfront, would be an American.
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The Sanos left Riverfront after nearly two years of fieldwork. They returned
some twelve years later to see many economic changes, as old industries
disappeared and new shopping malls were constructed. Immigrants continued
to arrive in town, some from Europe and others from urban and rural American
communities. The Sanos realized that these immigrants were much like
themselves, arriving in a new place and adapting to its culture. As they
conclude, “We have carried on cultural dialogues between ‘them’ and ‘us’ and
among ‘ourselves.’” And they note that these are the same “cultural-dialogical
experiences” that all newcomers have, whatever their origins and whatever their
purposes.  Read the Document on myanthrolab.com

Controversies

How Do Anthropologists Present Knowledge

About the People They Study?
Since the 1960s, anthropologists have questioned their roles as agents
of change, as they intentionally or unwittingly facilitate worldwide
economic and political processes (Gough 1968). Some anthropologists
also side with the people they study against oppressive policies that
destroy the people’s land and resources or pressure them to abandon
their way of life.

Anthropologists interested in the impacts of the researcher’s ideologies
on other peoples look at the ways groups represent themselves and
others, and structure people’s ideas about these groups. As people
involved in the processes of “writing culture,” anthropologists influence
the representation of the peoples they study. In the past, anthropologists
often wrote about and presented another culture by constructing the
“other” as alien, unusual, different, and exotic. To counteract this
tendency, some anthropologists today present their findings as a
dialogue between themselves and members of the society among whom
they have lived. The production of any text, including an ethnography, can
be seen as a “dialogic” process with multiple voices and meanings
(Bakhtin 1981). In the past, ethnographies tended to present a unified
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voice in their description of a people’s lifeways. Very likely, they
contributed to cultural stereotypes and depicted greater conformity,
uniformity of opinion, and idealized behavior than actually existed in the
society. Deeply contested issues were often glossed over. Because
ethnographies focused on a view of culture from the perspective of
people with greater prestige and privilege, the voices of marginalized
members of communities were muted or unheard.

In addition, because most anthropologists were male in the past, and
because they worked primarily with male consultants, ethnographies
tended to be told from a male perspective. Women’s concerns, lives, and
voices were relatively unknown and unheard. Examples of gender bias in
ethnological interpretation are common. Writing about the Nuer of
southern Sudan, for example, the British social anthropologist E. E.
Evans-Pritchard concluded that Nuer family life was “remarkably
harmonious on the surface” (1955, 133). Yet his research, based entirely
on the testimony of men, disclosed culturally sanctioned wife abuse and
the wishes of both husbands and wives (reported by the husbands) for
their spouse’s death! Not a harmonious picture, even on the surface.
More recently, the writings of Napoleon Chagnon (1997) among the
Yanomami of Brazil and Venezuela downplay the significance of the
violence husbands inflict on women. And many anthropologists
overemphasize the male role of hunting in comparison to the female role
of gathering.

The male bias in anthropology extends to theories about human evolution
and cultural origins. For example, since the earliest known tools were
found in association with animal bones (dating from about 2 million years
ago), and since hunting is assumed to have been primarily a male role,
researchers have proposed theories of human development that privilege
male inventiveness and initiative while portraying females as passive
onlookers to cultural evolution. These conclusions are controversial for
many reasons, not the least because there may have been earlier tools
made of fiber for use in containers for carrying gathered plant resources,
presumably the work of females (Ehrenberg 1989). The point is that
although we know quite a bit about physical evolution, we know little
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about the lives of our earliest ancestors. And as Linda Fedigan (1986)
suggests, models of human origins are “symbolic statements about and
prescriptions for human nature.” They tell us more about the people
making the theories than they do about early human populations.

Because of these problems with the ethnographer’s voice, some
anthropologists are producing “polyphonous” ethnographies with a
multitude of voices. Rather than relying on a single, dominant
perspective, they give multiple interpretations of activities and opinions
from the points of view of people with different roles in the community.
The voices of men and women, of the elites and the marginal contribute
to a diversity of representations. By focusing on dialogue and polyphony,
anthropologists locate culture not only in behavior but also in conversation
about behavior, ideas, attitudes, and emotions. Ethnographers also focus
on their own issues of power, their relations with communities in their
own societies, and their relations with people in the communities they
study. And they need to pay more attention to looking past their own
subjectivity to more fully represent others.

Controversies within the discipline about the role of the anthropologist
and the focus of ethnography do not weaken the field but, rather,
invigorate it, bringing out issues for thought and dialogue. Anthropology
plays a vital role in today’s world. It has the tools with which to
understand and analyze complex issues of power that structure and
confront our world. The theories and methods that anthropologists use
provide the knowledge and techniques for understanding people’s
behavior and how they organize, transmit, evaluate, and express their
experiences. Anthropologists can contribute to debates about public
policy in national and international arenas. They can help inform people
about the value of all cultures.

Critical Thinking Questions
How do you think your roles and status as a member of your
society might affect your observations of other people? How might
they color what you say to an anthropologist interviewing you
about your people’s way of life?
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If you were writing an ethnography of your community, whose
voices might you want to represent or include? Why?

The Sharff team collected economic data on income and employment,
information on household composition and residence, and social indicators such
as health, education, and friendship networks. They opened an office in the
neighborhood as headquarters and space for their team to meet together and
with community residents. The researchers interacted with people daily, but
they framed their research and interpretation of data in terms of a larger
picture: the city’s economy and national policies affecting poor people. The
researchers were untangling the web of economic and political relationships that
impacted the daily lives of low-income Hispanics. That web included
deindustrialization, leading to loss of employment, and interrelated problems
stemming from lack of educational opportunity, cuts in social service spending,
neighborhood deterioration, and increased crime and drug use. According to
Sharff and her colleagues, the violence in the community resulted from the
“violence of poverty” inflicted on poor people by national and local forces
beyond their control.

As you can imagine, doing fieldwork in one’s own society poses special
problems of objectivity. Many anthropologists believe that being completely
objective when studying any culture is impossible because all observers bring
with them their own learned values, attitudes, and expectations. At the same
time, anthropologists need to “know” something about the subjects of study. The
challenge, then, is to “learn” about them in a different way, taking account of
what the researchers think they already know but looking afresh from an
anthropological perspective.

 Watch the Video: Corporate Ethnography on
myanthrolab.com
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Review
Boas, Malinowski, and other early twentieth-century anthropologists
emphasized fieldwork. Ethnohistory and cross-cultural comparisons using
databases such as the Human Relations Area Files are examples of
anthropological approaches based on records and data rather than on
direct observations. When anthropologists do fieldwork, they often write
descriptive accounts called ethnographies. Conducting fieldwork involves
many steps before even entering the field, at which time most first-time
anthropologists experience culture shock. Fieldwork can focus on entire
small-scale societies or on subcultures or subgroups within a larger
society. Anthropologists also study groups, communities, and institutions
within their own societies. Using methods such as interviews and survey
research as well as participant observation, researchers in urban
anthropology focus on segments of larger societies and their connections
with other societies and the world.

The Anthropology of Anthropology
The study of anthropology by anthropologists has been a growing interest for
many in the past several decades. Anthropologists are concerned both about
the role of the discipline of anthropology in relation to indigenous societies and
about the unspoken and largely invisible assumptions that anthropologists may
use in developing theories, formulating analyses, and presenting data about
other peoples. See the Controversies feature for discussion of these and other
issues related to anthropological theory and methods.

Ethical Issues in Anthropology

Other issues concerning anthropology relate to the ethics of conducting
research involving human subjects. Cultural anthropologists make their living and
build their careers by studying other people. They live among them, learn from
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them, and write about them. As a result, the most important ethical issues they
face involve their relationships with and obligations to those people.

The American Anthropological Association, the professional association to which
most anthropologists belong, formulated a Code of Ethics, setting out a number
of principles that it recommends to its members (American Anthropological
Association 1998). The code mandates intellectual honesty, forbidding any
falsification or intentional biasing of data. Stage-directing ethnographic film
footage would be regarded as unethical, for example. The code also advises
that an anthropologists’ ethical obligations to the people they study are more
important than the pursuit of knowledge or the completion of research projects.
Ethical obligations include avoiding harm to or exploitation of the people, and
fully disclosing the goals and uses of the research. Anthropologists also must
consider the social and political implications of the material that they produce.
Finally, the code notes that, although some anthropologists use their research to
advocate for the people they study, this is not an ethical responsibility but rather
an individual choice. Anthropologists are also guided by federal legal
requirements safeguarding the rights of human subjects in any type of research
project. These rights include informed consent , that is, full disclosure of
research goals, research methods, types of analyses, and reporting
procedures.

informed consent

The full disclosure to research participants of the
research goals, methods, types of analyses, and
reporting procedures.

Anthropologists do not agree on their proper roles in relation to the people they
study. For some anthropologists, research is an end in itself. People in the
community extend their hospitality voluntarily. And although anthropologists
should certainly avoid doing anything that they feel may be harmful to the
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community (in the short or long term), some believe that they have no continuing
obligation to the people. Other anthropologists believe that they have ongoing
responsibilities to the community, and they lend their help. Anthropologists may
be able to collect and analyze documents or testify in court proceedings
regarding native territories and indigenous land claims cases. Others can use
their training and knowledge to represent native interests in dealings with local
and national governments. At the least, anthropologists can present information
about the needs of indigenous communities to the public in their writings and in
classes. As experts, they can talk to the media, countering negative
stereotypes about poor and marginalized peoples. As discussed in 
Chapter 1 , applied anthropologists focus on many of these goals.

Anthropology Applied

Human Terrain System
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In 2007, the United States Department of Defense inaugurated a
program termed Human Terrain System (HTS) with the goal of providing
cultural sensitivity training to military officers and soldiers stationed in
Iraq and Afghanistan. The training would be the responsibility of cultural
anthropologists and other social scientists. The term “human terrain”
refers to the social, cultural, economic, and political features of the
people in communities where military units operate. Cultural researchers
are “embedded” in military units in the target countries. They are
organized into “Human Terrain Teams” led by a military officer and staffed
by four additional members: one cultural analyst, a regional studies
analyst, and two staffers with a military intelligence background.
Anthropologists (possibly working as both cultural analysts and regional
studies analysts) provide background cultural data concerning such
matters as local tribal organizations, leadership patterns, family and clan
structures, and norms for conflict resolution. They also teach military
personnel the local practices of interpersonal interaction (e.g., how to
greet people, how to engage in conversation, how to ask questions,
etc.). Beginning as an experimental project, the Human Terrain System
was awarded a fund of $40 million by the Department of Defense to
expand services to twenty-six U.S. combat brigades stationed in Iraq and
Afghanistan.

Dr. Montgomery McFate helped design the program beginning in 2003
and has since become its senior social science adviser (2004). She is
also one of the co-authors of a military manual on counterinsurgency.
McFate is an advocate of anthropologists working with the military in
order to help achieve goals of community involvement and support for
enhancing the role of local leaders, for developing rapport for military
personnel and objectives, strengthening security, and building resistance
to Taliban insurgents in Afghanistan.

Military officials claim that the program has enabled them to reduce
combat operations and instead focus on improving security by building
relationships with people and understanding and addressing their
concerns. However, the Human Terrain System project is not without its
strong detractors among anthropologists. Indeed, shortly after the
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project’s inauguration in 2007, the American Anthropological Association
published a statement opposing HTS on the grounds that it could
potentially lead to a violation of professional ethics and endanger
research subjects. Two years later, the Association released a report
again critical of HTS, stating that “When ethnographic investigation is
determined by military missions, where data collection occurs in the
context of war, integrated into the goals of counterinsurgency in a
potentially coercive environment . . . it can no longer be considered a
legitimate professional exercise of anthropology.” Furthermore,
anthropologists embedded with combat troops may have their data
unwittingly used to make decisions concerning military targets and
attacks.

Anthropologist David Price points out that HTS is only the latest in a
series of interconnections between anthropology, other social sciences,
and military and intelligence agencies. In his opinion, anthropological
research and findings have been misused in order to promote the
government’s political and social agendas both at home and abroad. In
Weaponizing Anthropology (2011), Price examines what he calls the
increasing “militarization of anthropology and education” since the attacks
on the World Trade Center on September 11, 2001.

Still, both supporters and opponents of HTS acknowledge the difficulty in
assessing the program’s effectiveness. To date, research is lacking
concerning the success or failure of meeting the goals of enhancing
cultural sensitivity among military personnel or of winning the “hearts and
minds” of Iraqi or Afghan citizens. However, one documented outcome
has been the deaths of at least three anthropologists serving as
members of HTS teams in Iraq and Afghanistan.

Critical Thinking Questions
Do you think that anthropologists can remain objective and neutral
if they are “embedded” in military combat units? Do you think that
local residents are likely to perceive them as such?
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Review
Reflexive anthropology focuses on anthropology itself, the language it
uses to describe people, and its impacts on both knowledge and people.
Today, many ethnographies are written to reflect polyphony—the many
voices of people from all the different segments and groups that make up
a society. Concern about the impacts of anthropologists on study
populations has led to a professional Code of Ethics for the conduct of
anthropology.

 Study and Review on myanthrolab.com
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Chapter Summary

Anthropology and the Explanation of Cultural
Diversity

Although anthropology as an academic discipline is only slightly more than a
century old, it has its origins in the colonial expansion of Europe that began
in the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries when explorers, traders, and
missionaries visited and commented on the peoples and cultures they
encountered. During the eighteenth century, European social philosophers
consulted the journals and writings of earlier observers. Their evolutionism—
hypotheses about the progress of humankind from one cultural stage to the
next—established a basis for anthropological theories.
The anthropology that emerged in the late nineteenth and early twentieth
centuries in the United States and Europe focused on classifying and
comparing peoples and cultures throughout the world, attempting to
determine their evolutionary relationships to one another. Two important
figures were Franz Boas, who championed attention to historical details,
empiricism, and cultural relativism, and Bronislaw Malinowski, who
contributed the perspective of functionalism. Their work, emphasizing
fieldwork and direct interactions with and observations of other cultures,
forms the core of anthropology.
Anthropologists have developed a number of conceptual frameworks to
explain human cultures. Materialist perspectives emphasize the centrality of
environmental adaptation, technology, and methods of acquiring or producing
food. Cultural ecology focuses on how the physical environment directly
influences the satisfaction of basic human needs and how people’s adaptive
behaviors interact with other aspects of culture. Cultural materialists often
distinguish between emic explanations of behavior, based on the reasons
people themselves offer for what they do, and etic explanations, based on
the analysts’ observations of people’s behavior and other objective criteria.
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Structuralist approaches look at the role of concepts in structuring
experiences and relationships. Interpretive anthropologists focus on
relationships among meanings in the development and transmission of
culture. Conflict perspectives focus on social and cultural inequalities and
power relations.
Some anthropologists emphasize forms of social, economic, and political
power in shaping culture. Some of their attention is directed toward
anthropology itself, uncovering unstated biases in the field and in the analysis
of culture. Today, anthropologists are rethinking notions about “traditional”
society and focusing more on the complex ways in which traditional societies
reshaped themselves, and were reshaped by the impacts of European
expansion and colonial control. Worldwide processes of modernization and
globalization also raise issues about how people are enmeshed in economic
institutions and political forces beyond their control.

Ethnography and Fieldwork
The central tool of anthropological research is fieldwork, especially
participant observation. Anthropologists live among the people they are
studying for an extended time to gain an understanding of their culture from
the people’s point of view. As participant observers, anthropologists observe
and record the communities’ activities and participate in them as much as
possible and appropriate. Earlier anthropologists focused on small,
seemingly isolated indigenous societies. Today, however, many
anthropologists work in larger societies, including their own, focusing on
specific subcultures or communities.
In addition to fieldwork, some anthropologists use ethnohistory, researching
in libraries and archives to learn about past conditions and events relevant to
understanding the lives of the people they are studying. Anthropologists also
employ the comparative method in understanding cross-cultural similarities
and differences in human cultures.

The Anthropology of Anthropology
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Cultural anthropologists are concerned with ethical issues involving their
relationships with the people they study. Some anthropologists become
advocates for the communities they have studied, whereas others seek to
disseminate information that counters negative stereotypes about poor and
marginalized peoples.

Review Questions
1. How did anthropology become an academic discipline? What were the

principal goals of early anthropologists?
2. How did Boas and Malinowski influence the development of

anthropology?
3. What main theoretical perspectives do anthropologists use to describe

and explain cultural differences and changes?
4. What are the differences between an emic and an etic perspective?
5. How might a cultural event be analyzed differently by a conflict theorist

and an interpretivist?
6. How do anthropologists prepare for fieldwork? What are the key

benchmarks in conducting fieldwork?
7. What are some pitfalls of living and participating in family and community

life while doing fieldwork?
8. What is the anthropology of anthropology? What are some issues about

the roles of anthropologists and the writing of ethnographies?
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MyAnthroLab Connections

Watch. Listen. View. Explore. Read. MyAnthroLab is designed
just for you. Each chapter features a customized study plan to
help you learn and review key concepts and terms. Dynamic
visual activities, videos, and readings found in the multimedia
library will enhance your learning experience.

Resources from this chapter
 Watch on myanthrolab.com

Corporate Ethnography

 Explore on myanthrolab.com In MySearchLab, enter the
Anthropology database to find relevant and recent scholarly and
popular press publications. For this chapter, enter the following
keywords: urban anthropology, ethnohistory, cross-cultural

 Read on myanthrolab.com

Glebo: Civilizing the Anthropologist by Mary H. Moran
Morocco: Adolescents in a Small Town by Susan Schaefer
David
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Chapter 4 Language and Culture
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Preview
What three features distinguish human language from animal
communication?
What are the differences between phonemes and morphemes?
Why is nonverbal behavior important?
What did Edward Sapir and Benjamin Whorf contribute to linguistic
anthropology?
What is a dialect? A jargon? How does language relate to gender, class, and
race?
What is an ethnosemantic study of communication?
How do languages change?
How can the study of languages help reconstruct their histories and the
history of human migrations and contact?

There grew in the centre of the earth the wonderful world tree, or
knowledge tree. It was so tall that it reached almost to heaven. It said in
its heart, “I shall hold my head in heaven and spread my branches over
all the earth, and gather all men together under my shadow, and protect
them, and prevent them from separating.” But Brahma, to punish the
pride of the tree, cut off its branches and cast them down on the earth,
when they sprang up as wata trees, and made differences of belief and
speech and customs to prevail on the earth, to disperse men upon its
surface.

 Listen to the Chapter Audio on myanthrolab.com
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 Read on myanthrolab.com

In remote time an old woman, named Wurruri lived towards the east and
generally walked with a large stick in her hand, to scatter the fires
around which others were sleeping, Wurruri at length died. Greatly
delighted at this circumstance, they sent messengers in all directions to
give notice of her death; men, women and children came, not to lament,
but to show their joy. The Raminjerar were the first who fell upon the
corpse and began eating the flesh, and immediately began to speak
intelligibly. The other tribes to the eastward arriving later, ate the
contents of the intestines, which caused them to speak a language
slightly different. The northern tribes came last and devoured the
intestines and all that remained, and immediately spoke a language
differing still more from that of the Raminjerar.

(Source: Wayne L. Allison, In The Beginning Was The Word: (The Genesis of
Language) http://www.italiantechnicaltranslations.com/begin.html
(Source: Meyer, H. E. A., (1879) “Manners and Customs of the Aborigines of the
Encounter Bay Tribe” in The Native Tribes of South Australia, (Adelaide: E.S. Wigg &
Son) http://digital.library.adelaide.edu.au/coll/special//SAhistory/Meyer.pdf.

These narratives, from India and from South Australia, create culturally
understood explanations for the fact, observable by all people, that members of
different societies speak different languages.

Today, about 6,200 languages are spoken in the world, some by millions of
people and some by only several hundred. Mandarin Chinese is the language
with the highest number of native speakers in the world today, around 874
million speakers, followed by Hindi, spoken in India (366 million), English (341
million), Spanish (322–358 million), and Bengali, spoken in India and Bangladesh
(207 million) (http://anthro.palomar.edu/language/language_1.htm). The
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large numbers of speakers of Mandarin Chinese, Hindi, and Bengali reflect the
large populations of their home countries, while English and Spanish have a
greater worldwide spread. We will return to some of these issues later in the
chapter and in the section on Language and Globalization.

Although the figure of 6,200 languages is a steep decline from the number of
languages spoken centuries ago, it still reflects a rich array of linguistic and
cultural diversity. Languages are repositories of cultural knowledge and history,
and as such, they are integral to personal and group identity.

Language is a fundamental part of human behavior. It is our primary medium for
interacting with one another. We use it to convey our thoughts, feelings,
intentions, and desires to others. We learn about people through what they say
and how they say it; we learn about ourselves through how other people react
to what we say; and we learn about our relationships with others through the
give-and-take of conversation. In this chapter, you will learn something about
the structure of human languages and about how anthropologists study the
relationship between language and culture.

Languages are systems of structure and meaning. Although linguists study how
the sounds, words, and sentences of a language are organized, it is best to
keep in mind that these structures are used to convey meanings. People speak
to transmit their thoughts and feelings to others, and they listen to understand
the thoughts and feelings of people with whom they interact. Investigating the
kinds of meanings conveyed, their social and cultural implications, is central to
the work of anthropological linguists.

What is Language?
All animals communicate in some manner, but language  is unique to humans.
Language has three key features that together distinguish it from other forms of
animal communication (Table 4.1 ). First, language is symbolic. That is, it is
based on symbols—the arbitrary association of sounds with meanings. For
instance, the sounds in the word cat have no particular association with the
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animal the word represents. In English, this sound has come to “mean” a
particular animal. Even words that speakers think imitate noises (such as the
words for the noises animals make) are only stylized approximations. Cats don’t
really say meow; dogs don’t really say bowwow.

Table 4.1 Three Key Features of Language

Symbolism Based on the arbitrary association of sounds with meanings.

Displacement The ability to communicate about something that is not happening at the
moment.

Productivity The ability to join words in infinite meaningful combinations.

language

Any form of communication that involves symbols,
displacement, and productivity.

symbolic

A feature of language based on symbols or on the
arbitrary association of sounds with meanings.

Another feature of language is displacement , the ability to communicate
about something that is not happening at the moment. Indeed, we use language
far more often to communicate about events that have already happened in the
past or will happen in the future than about what is happening right now.
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Displacement also permits us to talk about imagined events, or to tell stories,
deceive, or lie.

displacement

Ability to communicate about something that is not
happening at the moment.

The third feature of language, productivity , refers to the fact that every
language contains thousands of words that can be combined and recombined to
form an infinite number of phrases and sentences. In a sense, nearly every
sentence spoken or written is a new sentence because it is a new combination
of words.

productivity

Ability to join sounds and words in theoretically infinite
meaningful combinations.

Many nonhuman animals communicate with 
call systems (or signal systems) . Unlike human language, these systems
consist of a relatively small number of sounds or vocalizations that express
moods and sensations, like fear, delight, contentment, anger, or pain. They can
be used as warnings, threats, alarms, or requests for attention and affection.
Also, research suggests that the calls of some nonhuman primates indicate the
direction and location of food sources (Jolly 1985). If so, this demonstrates a
limited kind of displacement because the animals are signaling information that
is not present at the time. As far as we know, however, even such intelligent
animals as chimpanzees and gorillas, our closest primate relatives, do not talk
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about their plans for the future or reminisce about the past, in the wild at least.
Recent research does suggest that, like human beings, nonhuman primates
form mental representations of individuals, objects, and spatial relationships
when they hear vocalizations (Seyfarth and Cheney 2007).

call systems (signal systems)

Animal communication systems that consist of a
relatively small number of sounds to express moods
and sensations, like fear, delight, contentment, anger,
or pain.

How is human communication different from the call and signal systems
of nonhuman primates?

Researchers have developed many techniques for investigating the ability of
nonhuman primates to communicate. Here, Dr. Sue Savage Rumbaugh is
teaching a chimp named Panibasha to communicate with symbols and signs.
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For decades, researchers have been trying to determine whether chimpanzees
and gorillas can learn language. The earliest studies involved trying to teach
chimpanzees to pronounce English words. These efforts were doomed because
chimpanzees and gorillas are physically incapable of articulating words. They
can, however, make intricate hand gestures and can certainly manipulate
physical objects. A fascinating series of later studies sought to take advantage
of these abilities. In some, chimpanzees and gorillas raised in home-like settings
were taught American Sign Language (ASL), the gestural language of the deaf.
In other studies, animals were taught to press keys on computers or to
manipulate cutout symbols on boards. Many of the animals learned to recognize
and use hundreds of words for objects, actions, and feelings. Some even
appeared to make up new words by combining words into compounds. The
research community is divided on the question of what these studies indicate.
Some, especially Roger Fouts (1997), claim that chimpanzees are capable of
language-like conceptual formulations, have an understanding of the future, and
can use “language” to deceive as well as to express thoughts and feelings.
However, although researchers agree that chimpanzees and gorillas have a
keen ability to acquire words, or rather symbols that represent words, there is
great disagreement about whether this indicates an understanding of
grammatical principles fundamental to human language. For example, the
animals seem not to comprehend the significance of the order of “words,” a
basic feature of all languages. Instead, their ordering of gestures and symbols
in “multiword” constructions seems to be random. In addition, research designs
have been criticized because some observers of chimpanzee communication
efforts may endow the animals’ gestures with more meaning than is warranted
(Wynne 2008). Perhaps the debate sheds light on the problems of designing
studies that attempt to fathom the thinking of another species.

The difference between the natural call systems of nonhuman primates and their
abilities in the laboratory may provide some insights into the fascinating but
difficult question of the origin of human language. Chimpanzees and gorillas
apparently have a rudimentary capacity for understanding and manipulating
symbols but seem not to use it in the wild. Presumably, our prehuman ancestors
had the same capacity long before they began using language. If this is so, we
can look for the origin of human language in conditions that would have made
the complex communication it permits advantageous for survival. Displacement,
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one of the features of language that distinguishes it from call systems, makes
communication about the past and future possible. Perhaps language emerged
because of our ancestors’ need to apply memories and mental representations
of past experiences to present and future plans in order to coordinate group
activities—to relocate their camps or to plan food-gathering expeditions, for
example. Natural selection may have favored ancestors who had these cognitive
abilities (Seyfarth and Cheney 2007). Language is also a primary vehicle for
the transmission of individual and cultural knowledge. Although we learn from
observing other people, we gain most of our knowledge and skills through
language, through hearing other people’s advice and instruction based on their
stored-up memories and experiences.

 Watch the Animation: Key Features of Language on
myanthrolab.com

Nonhuman primates, as already noted, are physically incapable of speech. The
emergence of spoken language thus required changes in the physical structure
of the mouth and throat. We cannot know exactly when these changes began to
occur or when our ancestors first started to use spoken language. Some
researchers suggest it may have been about 100,000 to 150,000 years ago.
Almost all agree that the people who, some 40,000 years ago, created the
earliest known examples of another characteristically human form of symbolic
communication—art—were also speaking to one another.

Review
Three principles that characterize human language are arbitrary symbols
(association of sounds to specific meanings, with the sounds symbolizing
the item being described); displacement (the ability of people to talk
about events, people, and objects that are not present); and productivity
(the ability to put together sounds and words to form larger words and
sentences). To understand the relationship between human language and
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animal call systems or signal systems, researchers began to teach
chimpanzees and gorillas American Sign Language and other methods of
communicating.

The Components of Language
Languages consist of sounds, structures, and meanings. When we use
language, we produce and understand these elements together as a whole.
However, we can learn much about how language works by studying each
element separately.

Phonology: The System of Sounds

Phonology  is the study of sound systems in language. It includes 
phonetics , the study of human speech sounds, and phonemics , the
analysis of the use of those sounds to differentiate words. The vocal apparatus
with which we produce the sounds, or “phones,” of language consists of the
lungs, pharynx, larynx, glottis, vocal cords, nose, mouth, tongue, teeth, and lips
(see Figure 4.1 ). As sound is produced, air passes from the lungs through
the throat, into the mouth, and then is expelled either through the mouth or nose.

phonology

Study of sound systems in language, including phonetics
and phonemics.

phonetics
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Study of the articulation and production of human
speech sounds.

phonemics

Analysis of the use of sounds to differentiate the
meanings of words.

phoneme

A minimal unit of sound that differentiates meaning in a
particular language.
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Figure 4.1
The Vocal Apparatus
(R. Wardhaugh, from Introduction to Linguistics, 2/E. © 1977. Reprinted by permission of
McGraw-Hill Companies.)

We produce specific sounds by manipulating various parts of the vocal
apparatus—for example, by positioning our tongue on our teeth or palate; by
closing, opening, or rounding our lips; or by constricting or opening our throats.
No language uses the full range of sounds that the human vocal system can
produce, but every language organizes the sounds it does use—its phonetic
inventory—into a system of phonemes. A phoneme  is a minimal unit of sound
that has no meaning in itself but functions to distinguish one word from another.
The contrast between the sounds /p/ and /b/, for example, distinguishes the
English word pit from the word bit. In English, then, /p/ and /b/ are separate
phonemes.

You learn to apply the rules for differentiating phonemes unconsciously as you
acquire your native language in childhood. These rules are not universal but,
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instead, operate within each language according to its own patterns. People
who speak a second language with a foreign accent are simply applying the
pronunciation rules of their native language to the new one.

Morphology: The Structure of Words

Morphology  is the analysis of word structure. Words are composed of units
of sound and meaning called morphemes . Morphemes may be words or
sounds that are not words themselves but carry special meanings when
attached to words. In English, for example, “-s” is a morpheme that attaches to
the end of nouns to indicate plural, as in cats. Thus, a word may contain
combinations of morphemes. The word inactivity, for example, consists of the
units of meaning, “in-” (meaning “not”), “act” (a verb meaning “to do”), “-ive”
(making the verb into an adjective), and “-ity” (making the adjective into a noun).

morphology

The study of the internal structure of words and the
combination of meaningful units within the words.

morpheme

A unit of sound and meaning, either a separate word or
a meaningful part of a word.

Syntax: The Structure of Sentences
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Most talk consists of multiword units—phrases and sentences—not single
words spoken in isolation. Every language has rules of syntax  that govern
the ordering of words in phrases and sentences to show their relationship. In
English, for example, the subject of a sentence precedes the verb, and the
direct object follows it. In the English sentences “The dog chased the cat” and
“The cat chased the dog,” all the words are the same, but the meanings are
different because of the difference in word order.

syntax

The rules that generate the combination of words to
form phrases and sentences.

Each of the world’s languages has its own rules of syntax, and these rules vary
greatly. Yet all languages share certain features. In all, for example, sentences
may be composed of subject, object, and verb, and in most languages the
subject comes before the object. What varies is the position of the verb. In only
a few languages does the basic word order place objects before subjects.

Because subjects precede objects in the vast majority of languages, this pattern
probably reflects human cognition. People perceive subjects as more important
than objects because subjects are more active and in control. That is, subjects
initiate, control, direct, or affect actions and events. Objects, on the other hand,
are not “doers,” but are “receivers” of actions and, therefore, are less
cognitively significant or salient. Cognitive salience thus is reflected in linguistic
structure.

According to the linguist Noam Chomsky, a number of abstract rules of word
order and sentence construction appear to underlie all languages. These
common structural features of language reflect a universal grammar , part of
an innate capacity for language in the human brain. According to this view, the
actual syntax of any particular language derives from the basic generic
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structures of universal grammar. The existence of an innate structure may
account for the ease with which children quickly learn to understand and speak
their native language (Chomsky 1968).

universal grammar

Abstract rules that underlie the structure of phrases and
sentences in all languages, generally thought to be an
innate capacity of human thought.

Semantics is the study of how meaning varies with social context. In an informal
meal among friends such as these, the formal expression, “Please pass the
salt” might seem inappropriate and stuffy.

Semantics: The Study of Meaning
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The function of language is to express meaning. We hear language linearly, one
word at a time, but we grasp meaning as a unified whole. Semantics , or the
study of meaning, is complicated because a host of factors contribute to that
whole. To begin with, words often carry culturally symbolic freight beyond their
specific meaning. To an American, for example, “apple pie” may be more than
the name of a particular dessert. It may also conjure up images of home and
childhood and a mix of associated values and beliefs.

semantics

Study of systems of meaning in language.

Words or phrases and sentences also convey interactional meaning that varies
with the relationship people have with one another as well as the context in
which they are speaking. A husband and wife might call each other “sweetheart”
at home, but they are likely to address each other as “Doctor” at work in the
same hospital. Finally, utterances can have affective meaning, indicating
attitudes of speakers. For example, “John told me about his accomplishments”
is a neutral statement of fact, whereas “John boasted about his
accomplishments” is implicitly critical of John. The meanings of words and their
use in context are powerful signals of people’s intentions and reflect social
relationships and cultural norms.

Despite these complexities, linguists have tried to develop tools for identifying
some basic rules of semantics. One approach is to analyze words in terms of
overlapping and contrasting units of meaning. Linguists have abstracted some
units of meaning that they claim are universal, developing a kind of universal
semantics on the model of the universal grammar of Chomsky and others.
Among these, meaning units relevant to nouns are “animate” (contrasted with
“inanimate”), “human” (contrasted with “nonhuman”), and “countable”
(contrasted with “mass”). Others include the opposition between “male/female”
and “adult/nonadult.” So, for example, the meaning units that apply to the word
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woman include “animate,” “female,” “human,” “adult,” and “countable.” Changing
one unit—“female”—to “male” defines the closely related word man. Similarly,
replacing “adult” with “nonadult” gives us girl or boy.

Review
Humans are genetically predisposed to learning language. Phonology is
the study of sound systems in language. Different sounds are made by
manipulating the vocal apparatus. Phonology includes phonetics, the
study of human speech sounds, and phonemics, the analysis of the use
of those sounds to differentiate words. Phonemes are minimal units of
sound that differentiate meanings in words. Morphemes are units of
sound and meaning that make up words. Syntax is the rules for word
order in phrases and sentences. Universal grammar consists of abstract
rules of word order and sentence construction that appear to underlie all
languages. Semantics is the study of meaning.

Nonverbal Communication
Human communication is hardly limited to language. We also convey information
non-verbally, through gestures, facial expressions, body posture, use of physical
space, including distance between speakers, and touch. Some forms of 
nonverbal communication  may be universal in that they mean the same
thing to everybody, regardless of culture. Some research suggests that we
share with other primates certain innate or biologically based signals of
enjoyment, distress, threat, and submissiveness, as the photograph on this
page suggests (Jolly 1985). Research with chimpanzees indicates similarities
between those animals and human beings in the perception and categorization
of facial cues expressing emotions (Parr, Walter, and Vick 2007).

nonverbal communication

Communication through gestures, facial expressions,
body posture, use of space, and touch.
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In general, the meanings of gestures, expressions, and body postures do not
flow from the actions themselves any more than the meanings of words flow
from the particular sounds with which they are made. The same gesture may
mean one thing in one culture and something entirely different in another. For
example, the “A-OK” sign made with the thumb and index finger joined in a circle
used by North Americans as a positive gesture, means “zero” or “worthless” in
France. In every culture, some nonverbal actions have the status of emblems
—gestures often substituted for spoken words that are understood to have a
specific meaning. Emblems in European and North American cultures include
nodding the head to signal assent, or shrugging the shoulders to convey
uncertainty. Among the Diné (or Navajo) of the American Southwest, people
point out objects or directions by moving their lips slightly forward, a gesture
that an Anglo-American might not even notice.

emblems

Nonverbal actions with specific meanings that substitute
for spoken words.

Cultural differences in the interpretation of nonverbal behaviors, including 
body language , can lead to cross-cultural misunderstandings. A person from
one culture simply may not recognize an emblem or signal used by someone
from another culture, in which case no meaning is conveyed. More serious
problems can arise when a particular behavior is meaningful to both parties in
an encounter, but the meaning is different for each. You may respond
inappropriately when confronted with an act you understand one way but the
other person intends to mean something else. For example, hand gestures that
Americans routinely make to convey positive support can be offensive in other
countries. The familiar “thumbs up,” meaning “good job,” “good luck,” or “I’m
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okay,” is interpreted in Bangladesh, Australia, and many Islamic countries as the
equivalent of the raised middle finger.

body language

The meanings people communicate through their
posture, stance, movements, expressions, gestures,
and proximity to other communicants.

Some gestures have achieved nearly universal meaning through the process of
globalization, as different peoples incorporate foreign gestures into their cultural
repertoires. One example of this is the peace sign, which is made by extending
the index and middle finger, palm-out, to form a “V.” The sign originated in
wartime Europe as a sign for “Victory!” and implied a coming time of peace.
The original meaning has been extended to mean nonviolence, to signal any
hard-won success, and to make a gestural “bunny ears” joke at a peer’s
expense, commonly seen in snapshots. Many cultures around the world have
adopted the peace sign along with one or more of its meanings.

A study conducted in Israel suggests how common misunderstandings are in
nonverbal as well as verbal intercultural communication . A group of
students from fourteen different cultural backgrounds viewed videotaped
gestures made by recent immigrants to Israel from Ethiopia. The students
recognized 85 percent of the gestures as meaningful. However, of the gestures
they recognized, they interpreted only 23 percent correctly to mean what the
people who made them intended. They were approximately correct about
another 7 percent, and misinterpreted entirely the remaining 70 percent of the
gestures (Schneller 1988, 158).

intercultural communication
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The communication of meanings between people of
different languages and cultures.

Anthropologists argue that nonverbal communication is not universal and that
culture colors our understanding of any gesture or expression.

In any society, nonverbal behaviors can signal differences in status, just as
nonverbal behaviors reveal dominance and subordination among other primate
groups. In human societies, cultural attitudes dictate who has higher status and
who has lower status. Dominant individuals tend to use broad gestures, such as
looking or even staring at others, maintaining serious, unsmiling faces, and
taking up large areas of personal space. In encounters between those of
nonequal status, subordinates tend to use restricted, small gestures, avert their
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eyes when looked at, smile frequently, and allow the higher-status person to
encroach on their personal space and even to touch them. High-status
individuals try to make themselves appear large; low-status individuals try to
make themselves small by lowering their heads and keeping their limbs close to
their bodies.

Gender inequalities in the United States, for example, are reflected in
submissive and dominant nonverbal behaviors that women and men learn as
members of their culture. Studies have shown that men are more likely than
women to assume a dominant posture, and women are more likely than men to
assume a deferential posture. Women typically smile, avert their eyes when
looked at, condense their bodies and gestures, avoid encroaching on others’
space, and allow intrusions into their own space (Henley 1977; Hall 1984). In
studies of mixed-sex interactions, men touched women twice as often as
women touched men, men initiated eye contact twice as often with women as
women did with men, and women returned smiles of men nearly all the time
whereas men returned only two-thirds of the smiles of women (Henley 1977,
115, 164, 176).

Bowing is a gesture of deference. Here Queen Elizabeth of Great Britain bows
her head while standing in front of a memorial in Dublin to slain fighters in the

267



Irish struggle for independence. How does this gesture contradict her status as
a monarch?

Globalization

Some gestures, such as the peace sign, have achieved
nearly universal meaning through the process of
globalization.

Review
Nonverbal communication includes distance between speakers, facial
expressions, body postures (body language), gestures, and touching.
Nonverbal communication has a basis in primate evolution, but few
actions have universal meaning in human cultures. Every culture has a
repertoire of nonverbal communication, called emblems. Cultural
differences in nonverbal (and verbal) communication can lead to
misunderstandings in intercultural communication. In human societies,
culturally defined status differences, such as gender inequality, can be
inferred from nonverbal communication that expresses dominance and
subordination.
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How would you describe the nonverbal interaction between these individuals?

Linguistic Anthropology
Linguistic anthropology investigates connections between language, culture, and
worldview. Researchers study the vocabulary and grammar of particular
languages to determine how language reflects and is reflected in culture.
Linguistic anthropologists are interested in drawing connections between a
people’s language and their worldview, defined in Chapter 2  as people’s
perceptions of their environment, their relations with other people and other
creatures, and their concepts of time and space. Linguistic anthropology is also
concerned with understanding the social dimensions of language use,
investigating the ways that social categories such as gender, class, and race
influence the use and interpretation of distinctive speech styles. These concerns
overlap with the field of sociolinguistics , the study of the interplay of social
variables such as class, gender, and race with language use.
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sociolinguistics

Study of the impacts of socioeconomic and cultural
factors, such as gender and class, on language and
communication within a society.

Linguistic Relativity

The two most influential figures in the early development of linguistic
anthropology were Edward Sapir (1884–1939) and his student Benjamin Whorf
(1897–1941). Both men studied the languages and cultures of several Native
American peoples. Both are also associated with the concept—known as the 
Sapir-Whorf hypothesis —that the language people speak influences the
way they think. This basic concept has been developed and expanded in recent
decades through the work of linguistic anthropologists who focus on studies of 
linguistic relativity , the concept that people perceive objects, events, and
relationships in time and space based on the grammatical forms provided by
their language.

Sapir-Whorf hypothesis

The assertion that the form and content of language
influence speakers’ behaviors, thought processes, and
worldview.

l inguistic relativity
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The concept that people perceive objects, events, and
relationships in time and space based on the
grammatical forms provided by their language.

According to Sapir, language affects all human experience to some extent.
Vocabulary, in particular, both reflects what is culturally important to a people
and at the same time influences what they pay attention to. Speakers give
names (words) to important entities and events in their physical and social
worlds, and, once named, those entities and events become culturally and
individually noticed and experienced. In other words, the relationship between
vocabulary and cultural value is bidirectional. Over time, this interdependent
process creates and reinforces a unique mental model for each culture. As
Sapir noted, “The worlds in which different societies live are distinct worlds, not
merely the same world with different labels attached” (1949, 162).

As evidence for this conclusion, Sapir examined the vocabulary of the Paiute
people living in semiarid areas of Arizona, Utah, and Nevada. The Paiute, he
noted, distinguish fine details of their environment with separate words. Among
them are words for (as translated by Sapir) “divide, ledge, sand flat,
semicircular valley, circular valley or hollow, spot of level ground in mountains
surrounded by ridges, plain valley surrounded by mountains, plain, desert, knoll,
plateau, canyon without water, canyon with creek, wash or gutter, gulch, slope
of mountain or canyon wall receiving sunlight, shaded slope of mountain or
canyon wall, rolling country intersected by several small hill-ridges” (1949, 91).
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How does the rich American vocabulary for kinds and qualities of automobiles
affect our values and how we think about cars?

As Sapir’s translations indicate, English can be used to describe each of these
features. The Paiute language, however, labels each feature with a separate
word and thereby gives it distinctive value. This classification suggests how
culturally important these kinds of environmental features are to Paiute
speakers but not to English speakers. This contrast is consistent with the
differences in the two peoples’ ways of living. The Paiute depended on hunting
and gathering to obtain their food, and knowledge of and sensitivity to their
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natural environment were crucial to their survival. Similar studies of specialized
vocabularies

In Their Own Voices

Honoring Native Languages
The Spring 2000 issue of Tribal College Journal and the Summer 2007
issue of Cultural Survival Quarterly focused on efforts by Native
American educators and elders to maintain and increase knowledge of
indigenous languages by members of their communities. Contributors to
the journals expressed their opinions about the types of language
revival and maintenance programs suited to their localities and made
connections between language and cultural heritage.

Knowing diverse languages is important to the country, to the tribes, and
to the individuals. Without the language, ceremonies cannot continue;
children cannot communicate with their grandparents; and adults cannot
voice their prayers. Some attribute their tribes’ social disintegration to the
loss of their language and culture. “Our moral imperatives are in the
language,” said Alan Caldwell, director of the College of the Menominee
Nation Cultural Institute in Wisconsin. On the Blackfeet Reservation in
Montana, teachers at the Head Start have noticed that children with
behavioral problems have been transformed by their experiences in
[language] immersion school. By connecting them with their language, the
Head Start instructors link the children with their traditional values. The
Winnebago Tribal Diabetes Program Director believes that language
classes help improve physical and mental health.

Native languages differ from English not just in the words used but also in
the concepts conveyed. The common Navajo greeting, Ya’at’eeh, is much
more than “Hello, how are you?” To the Diné people, it means,
“Everything is good between us,” according to Frank Morgan of Diné
College. Many common expressions have spiritual connotations,
according to Blackfeet Community College language instructor Marvin
Weatherwax. In groundbreaking research, Blackfoot language scholars
at Red Crow Community College in Alberta are using words and phrases
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to reconstruct their culture. In the process, they are healing themselves,
according to Duane Mistaken Chief. For example, by studying the word
Ainna’kowa (to show respect), they learned Ainna’kohsit—to respect
themselves.

The Learning Lodge Institute [a project developed by seven tribal
colleges in Montana] has the goal of “using education for the teaching of
language and culture,” said project director Lanny Real Bird. This dual
mission is key. All this helps tribal communities reach a larger goal, said
Real Bird. It is part of each college’s mission to “empower the cultures
so they can empower themselves,” he said. This means directing “their
own education, their own health, their own government. To utilize their
own resources.” Language instruction is therefore not an exercise in
sentimentality but part of a strategy for self-determination.

Learning Lodge participants believe language is essential for the survival
of tribal cultures. Lanny Real Bird summarized it this way: “Without a
language to speak, there is no culture because there are words and
expressions unique to particular tribes. They are holy and supernatural.
To be translated and used in the context of interpretation of another
language would not be possible.” And Marvin Weatherwax added that
loss of language is more than the loss of words. Instead, “it would be the
loss of culture as it is. I cannot teach you culture. Culture is something
you have to live. Through the language we can give a part of the culture
that can be lived.”

Elders involved in the Anishnabe or Ojibwe language program at the Bay
Mills Community College in Michigan said that those who cannot speak
their own language are only people whose ancestors were Anishnabe;
they are no longer Anishnabe themselves. “It’s harsh, but I kind of agree
with that view” said Tom Peters, who graduated from the Institute this
year. Peters views the Anishnabe language as a sacred gift. “Language
is the first step to recovering culture. It’s authentic culture because the
native perspective is not taken out of it.” His fellow graduate, Sidney
Martin, agrees. “The language means everything. It is the powwow, the
culture, the basket making, the values,” she said. “It is everything.” And
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according to Doris Boissoneau, a language curriculum developer, “If we
are going to call ourselves a Nation with sovereignty rights and inherited
rights, we need a language and a culture. The fires have never gone out
amongst the Anishnabeg. They have dimmed. The adults and Elders are
rekindling the fires, and they will burn even brighter and rekindle the
hopes of all Anishnabe.”

Language loss has deep consequences for indigenous communities and
their systems of knowledge. And this loss has meaning for the entire
world community. According to Jacob Manatowa-Bailey, director of the
Sauk Language Department for the Sac and Fox Nation in Oklahoma,
“When a language dies, the loss to a tribal community—and to the world
—is beyond measure. Entire systems of thought, belief, and practice
become permanently removed from the storehouse of human knowledge.
This is the final stage of a process that has deep historical roots, the
culmination of hundreds of years of colonization, assimilation, and
genocide. . . . In order to kill a language you must get inside someone’s
head; you must break their spirit and their mind, not just their body.”

From “Honoring Native Languages, Defeating the Shame,” Tribal College Journal
(Spring 2000). Essays by Marjane Ambler, Paul Boyer, and Jennifer Dale. Reprinted

with permission from Tribal College Journal of American Indian Higher Education,
www.tribal-collegejournal.org. Copyright © 2000: “The Last Word,” Cultural Survival
Quarterly, vol. 31, summer 2007.

in different languages can provide insights into the cultural attitudes and
priorities of the people who speak them.

Like Sapir, Benjamin Whorf was interested in the influence of vocabulary on
culture, thought, and behavior. For example, while working for a fire insurance
company, he noticed that fires often resulted from confusion over the meaning
of words. In some cases, workmen had thrown matches and cigarette stubs
into “empty” gasoline drums, even though the drums contained combustible
vapors and invisible traces of gasoline. Whorf concluded that the men acted
inappropriately because they interpreted “empty” according to its usual meaning
of “null and void, negative, inert” (1956, 135).
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 Watch the Video: President of a Navajo Organization on
myanthrolab.com

What do language maintenance programs in indigenous communities tell
us about the relationship between language and culture?

Whorf also went beyond vocabulary to consider the influence a language’s
grammatical structures might have on speakers’ thoughts and behaviors.
Comparing English to the language of the Hopi of Arizona, Whorf noted that,
whereas English tenses divide time into three distinct units—past, present, and
future—Hopi verbs do not indicate the time of an event. Rather, they focus on
the manner or duration of an event. He concluded that, because of these
differences, Hopi speakers have different concepts of time, number, and
duration than English speakers do (1956). In turn, because of these differences,
Hopi speakers and English speakers perceive the world in fundamentally
different ways. As Whorf put it, “Concepts of ‘time’ and ‘matter’ are not given in
substantially the same form by experience to all [people] but depend upon the
nature of the language or languages through the use of which they have been
developed” (p. 158).

Appreciating the differences in the ways that language expresses and influences
speakers’ knowledge and attitudes does not, however, imply that any language
is superior to any other, only that people adapt their language to fit their
environment and culture. That is, a language with a more elaborate set of words
in any one category expressing certain concepts is not superior overall to any
other language. Although language may have a role in affecting the way people
view the world, it is not strongly deterministic but, rather, consists of indirect
links. That is, the words and structures of a language may set guideposts but
do not ultimately constrain people’s thoughts. Finally, because languages and
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cultures change all the time, there is no neat fit between a particular element of
language and a particular element of culture.

Recent studies in linguistic anthropology attempt to develop experimental
designs focusing on memory and perception tasks that can lead to
understanding in what ways speakers of various languages use different
cognitive resources to classify objects and events. For example, John Lucy
(1996) studied the effects of grammatical requirements on memory and sorting
tasks with speakers of English and Yucatec, a Mayan language spoken in
Mexico. An important distinction between English and Yucatec concerns use of
numerals. In English, count nouns (words naming objects or concepts that can
be counted) are preceded directly by a word indicating its number (for example,
one dog, two cats). In Yucatec, numerals are used in conjunction with a
classifier that provides information about the shape, texture, or other material
properties of the noun. For instance, the phrase translated from Yucatec as
“one candle” is better understood as meaning “one long thin candle” or, even
better, as “one long thin wax,” with the cultural understanding that wax occurring
in a long thin shape is a candle (1996, 50).

To investigate the effect of numeral structure on cognition, Lucy provided
speakers of English and Yucatec with sets of three test objects and asked the
subjects to classify one of the objects as more like another (for example, “Is
item X more like A or more like B?”). Results of this experiment revealed that
English speakers classified objects as similar on the basis of shape, whereas
Yucatec speakers classified objects on the basis of their material composition.
Further research with young speakers of English and Yucatec indicated that
children younger than 7 years tended to classify objects as similar on the basis
of shape rather than material, but that Yucatec children shifted to a preference
for material as their basis for sorting objects at about the age of 8 years (1996,
51).

Studies of children’s acquisition of concepts of space and location indicate that
the way their language structures spatial concepts influences their perceptual
processes. According to Melissa Bowerman (1996, 386), some form of spatial
understanding predates mastering linguistic skills, but specific linguistic input has
a very early (as early as 18 months) impact on children’s perception. Children
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build on basic prelinguistic knowledge as they acquire the words and syntactic
patterns that their language requires to talk about spatial concepts. Cross-
linguistic research suggests that children acquire the means of expressing these
notions in roughly the same order. First learned are concepts of containment or
support, proximity, separation, surrounding, and order (ibid., 388). In English,
such concepts are expressed through prepositions such as “in” (containment),
“on” (support and contiguity), “under” (occlusion), “next to,” “between,” “beside”
(proximity), “in front of,” and “behind” (projective order).

Language, Worldview, and
Revitalization Efforts

Most linguistic anthropologists today stress the idea that language is an intimate
part of culture and helps to shape people’s worldviews. This notion has
influenced efforts to maintain or revive indigenous languages in Hawaii, New
Zealand, Australia, North America, and other places. In regions where most
native peoples no longer speak the language of their ancestors, community
members have developed projects aimed at preventing language loss. Many of
these projects are based on the importance of the role of language as an
integral part of cultural identity and cultural vitality. In New Zealand, by 1995,
only about 14 percent of more than 600,000 Maoris held daily conversations in
Maori in their homes. Factors in the continuing endangerment of this language
include television, industrialization, intercultural marriages, and the low social
status of the language in the eyes of its speakers as well as other New
Zealanders. Since then, the Maoris have been working to preserve their
language, te reo Maori. Revitalization efforts have included kohanga reo,
literally “language nests,” for preschoolers, and radio stations broadcasting in
Maori. Despite the many factors favoring the use of English, as a result of
revitalization efforts, by 2011 an estimated 30 percent of Maoris were fluent
speakers of their Native language (LaDuke 2011, 28).
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 Watch the Video: Language in Culture on
myanthrolab.com

The Study of Language Speakers

Linguistic anthropologists also study the demographics of specific languages—
that is, the frequency, distribution, and range of languages and their variants
within a nation, region, or geographic area. This, too, is a concern that overlaps
the work of sociolinguists. In pluralistic societies such as the United States, for
example, language diversity is common. The United States is a multilingual
nation inhabited by numerous immigrants who continue to use their original
language on a daily basis in most social interactions. The demographics of
language speakers often reveal the history of migration and regional occupation.

Globalization

The spread of English throughout the world has led to the
development of new “Englishes” (Platt, Weber, and Ho
1984). These English languages are more than dialects
because they involve vocabulary, syntax, grammar, and
semantics, as well as pronunciations. Other than in the
United States, Canada, and the United Kingdom, English is
spoken as an official language in Australia, New Zealand,
South Africa, India, parts of the Caribbean, the Philippines,
and China (Hong Kong).
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Language and Dialects

In all language communities, there are variations in the ways that various groups
of people, or people in different regions or even different villages, speak.
People in one group may pronounce sounds differently than those in another,
use different words for objects or actions, or structure sentences in a distinctive
way. Taken together, these differences

Figure 4.2
Dialect Map of American English
(Reprinted by permission of Robert Delaney.)

are called dialects . In nations with large territories and diverse populations,
regional distinctions abound, especially in pronunciation, or accent.

dialect
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A variety of a language spoken by a particular group of
people, based on regional differences or social
differences such as gender, class, race, or ethnicity.

Among English speakers in North America, a Canadian accent differs from a
U.S. accent, with regional accents prevalent within each country. Similarly,
accents differ among English speakers around the world, from Britain to
Australia and India. You immediately notice a speaker’s accent and can often
guess where the person comes from based on it. Similarly, regions may have
their own distinctive vocabulary. For example, the word cabinet is used in parts
of Rhode Island to refer to what other North Americans would call a milk shake.
Some Americans put items in a bag, others in a sack. Some call a carbonated
sweet drink pop, others soda, and still others tonic. In parts of Pennsylvania,
some people say snicklefritz when they’re talking about a rowdy child. The
dialect map in Figure 4.2  shows local dialect variations in each region of the
United States.

Culture Change

Changing Norms in Language use in the

United States
In the United States, no federal legislation specifically grants official
status to English, but most political leaders support and promote its
exclusive use in public domains. This was not always the case, however.
From the late eighteenth century through the midnineteenth century, many
of the country’s leading figures saw no reason to discourage the use of
other languages, although they thought all Americans should be
encouraged to learn English. They understood that different languages
express different thoughts and cultural orientations and believed that
linguistic diversity strengthened the development and exchange of ideas
(Heath 1977). During that period, some states promoted multilingualism
by publishing laws in other languages as well as English. Pennsylvania,
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with its large German-speaking population, published laws in German,
and Louisiana, with its large French-speaking population, published laws
in French. Some laws affecting Native Americans were printed in their
languages.

Official attitudes toward multilingualism changed in the late nineteenth
century, and policies promoting or protecting other languages were
retracted. This change was prompted by the large influx of immigrants
coming into the United States from southern and eastern Europe and the
prejudice against them. Educators and public figures promoted the
teaching of “correct” Standard English. Many states enacted laws
designating English as the only language to be used in schools and
mandated fines for teachers who spoke other languages in the
classroom. Children were often punished for speaking their native
languages in school. The English-only trend accelerated in the twentieth
century, particularly during World Wars I and II, when speaking German
or Japanese could provoke suspicions of treason. Although the U.S.
Supreme Court in 1923 upheld the right of private schools to provide
instruction in languages other than English, the ruling did not apply to
public schools, which most students attended (Grosjean 1982).

Today, state and local governments determine whether to permit or bar
the use of languages other than English as primary modes of
communication in schools. A number of organizations actively promote
English-only policies and work toward eliminating bilingual education
programs in public schools. Some English-only advocates also want to
ban the use of public money to disseminate information in other
languages to residents, including voter registration information, motor
vehicle forms, and health care pamphlets. Twenty-eight states grant
some kind of “official” status to English (American Civil Liberties Union
2005; U.S. English, Inc. 2007). English-only state legislation efforts
coincide with rising rates of immigration from Spanish-speaking countries
in Latin America. However, three states grant official status to two
languages: Hawaii (English and Hawaiian Creole), Louisiana (English and
French), and New Mexico (English and Spanish).
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Despite these pressures, and the de facto official status of English, the
United States continues to be a country of linguistic diversity as
immigrants from many countries settle here. According to the U.S.
Census Bureau, nearly one in five people, or 55,784,000 million residents
age 5 and older, spoke a language other than English at home in 2008
(American Community Survey 2008). That was an increase of more than
23 million people since 1990. About 380 different languages are spoken
in the United States, including 155 Native American languages. 
Table 4.2  lists languages with more than one million speakers.

Table

4.2 Languages Other than English Spoken in the United States

Language Number of Speakers in 2008

Spanish 34,560,000

Chinese 2,466,000

Tagalog 1,488,000

French 1,333,000

Vietnamese 1,225,000

German 1,122,000

Korean 1,052,000

Native American 364,000

According to a government report, about 55.9 percent of the people who
spoke a language other than English at home reported they spoke
English “very well.” Combined with those who spoke only English at
home, 91.3 percent of the population age 5 and over had no difficulty
speaking English. Spanish speakers increased from 17.3 million in 1990
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to 34.7 million in 2008, and 52.7 percent reported speaking English “very
well.”

The concentration of people with a native language other than English
varies nationwide. Only six states have 2 million or more: California (12
million), Texas (6 million), New York (5 million), Florida (3.4 million),
Illinois (2.2 million), and New Jersey (2 million). The states with the
highest proportion of people whose native language is not English are
California (42.5 percent), New Mexico (36.5 percent), Texas (33.8
percent), New York (28.8 percent), and Arizona (28.0 percent). The
distribution of specific languages also varies. Spanish has by far the most
speakers, but French is the most frequently spoken non-English language
in Louisiana, Maine, New Hampshire, and Vermont; German is the most
frequently spoken in Montana, Minnesota, and North and South Dakota;
and Portuguese is first in Rhode Island. The Native American language
Yupik dominates in Alaska, and Japanese is the most frequently spoken
language in Hawaii.

Surveys of Native American languages indicate that Navajo has the most
speakers, with 178,000 who speak it at home, according to 2000 census
figures. Other languages with more than 10,000 speakers (according to
1990 data) include Dakota/Lakota, Yupik, Apache, Cherokee, and Pima
and Papago (Broadwell 1995, 146–147). In addition, some 17,000
people reported their home language as “Indian” or “American Indian”
without mentioning a specific language. Approximately 10,000 people
claimed a Native American language as their only language.

Most descendants of immigrants in the United States stop speaking their
ancestral languages by the third generation (Fishman 1981). First-
generation Americans can usually speak their parents’ language because
it is used in the home on a regular basis. Second-generation Americans
can often understand their ancestral language and converse in a
rudimentary way. But by the third generation, any ability to understand or
use the language generally disappears. Intermarriage also dissipates an
ethnic and linguistic focus on the country of origin. If a husband and wife
come from different ethnic groups, English is their only common
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language. Their children, therefore, will rarely be exposed to the
ancestral language of either parent, except perhaps in larger family
gatherings. In addition, immigrants and their descendants usually want to
assimilate into their new country, abandoning former customs and
languages.

Language and Gender, Class, and Race

In addition to region, languages also may vary based on social categories, such
as gender, class, and race or ethnicity. The study of such differences is central
to the field of sociolinguistics and forms an important area of inquiry in linguistic
anthropology. Sociolinguists tend to focus on the social dimensions of language
use in large urban societies, whereas linguistic anthropologists investigate these
issues among peoples and languages of indigenous communities.

Because gender is a powerful feature of personal and social identity, it is often
reflected in language use. Women and men may differ in the frequency with
which they use certain pronunciations or words. In both the United States and
England, for example, women and girls are more likely to pronounce words
ending in “ing”—running, talking—according to standard usage, whereas men
and boys are more likely to employ colloquial usage, clipping the “ng” sound, as
in runnin’ and talkin’ (Trudgill 1972). Men also are more likely than women to
use profanity and obscenity. In some societies women employ some words or
use some sounds that are entirely different from those used by men.

Accent and usage differ with class as well. Middle-class speakers studied in the
United States, England, France, and Belgium, for example, tend to use longer
sentences and more complex grammatical constructions than working-class
speakers (Labov 1972b; Trudgill 1974; Lindenfeld 1969; van den Broeck
1977). Differences in pronunciation, word choice, and grammar often become
part of what defines ethnic and racial identities.

In most contemporary countries, one dialect is selected as “standard.” There is
nothing inherently “better” about this dialect than any others. Rather, its
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dominance is the result of social, economic, and political factors. Usually, the
dialect of a society’s elite—the educated, the prosperous, and those in power—
becomes the standard. Choice of standard dialects is therefore a social and
political, not a linguistic, process. In England, for example, the dialect of English
spoken within the geographic triangle linking the cities of London, Cambridge,
and Oxford emerged as standard sometime in the fourteenth century. This area
was and continues to be Britain’s economic and political center. In the United
States, upper-class pronunciations often retain the sounds of standard British
English, which, in turn, is based on the dialect of upper-class Britons. In Italy,
the dialect spoken in Florence, the center of commerce and art in the
Renaissance, became the basis of standard Italian.

In every society, once a dialect is recognized as the standard, others become
stigmatized and marginalized the more they deviate from it. Standard
pronunciation and usage are considered “correct,” and other versions are
considered “wrong” or “debased.” Speakers of the standard dialect gain
prestige and respect, whereas speakers of nonstandard dialects are looked
down upon. Speakers of nonstandard dialects may look down on themselves as
well, thinking that their speech reflects their educational and even moral
shortcomings (Bourdieu 1991). These attitudes are transmitted in many
settings, especially the schools, the media, and public institutions. It is important
to note that these attitudes reflect social biases and are culturally constructed
and culturally derived; they are not grounded in linguistic facts.

What are some examples of Briticisms in American English? What are
the characteristics of your dialect, and what does that say about who you
are?

African American English

In the United States and elsewhere, language use may identify people by race
and ethnicity, concepts defined more completely in Chapter 11 . For example,
many, but by no means all, African Americans in the United States speak a
dialect known as African American English, or 
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African American Vernacular English (AAVE)  or Ebonics . Some
speakers use this dialect all the time, whereas others use it only within certain
contexts—with family and friends, for example—and speak 
Standard English  in other situations—as in school or at work. Individuals
also switch from one dialect to the other, depending on the topic under
discussion and the attitudes and identity of the people with whom they are
speaking.

African American Vernacular English (AAVE)

A dialect of English spoken by some, but not all,
Americans of African descent.

Ebonics

Another name for African American Vernacular English.

Standard English

Dialect of English chosen as normative, a reflection of
the social, economic, and political standing of its
speakers.
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These children probably do not know the West African linguistic origins of some
of the words they or their parents may use as speakers of African American
Vernacular English (AAVE).

AAVE has patterned rules of phonology, syntax, and semantics equivalent to
those of any other language or dialect. Most AAVE rules are identical to those
of Standard English, except for a few regularly occurring differences. The
current consensus among linguists is that some features of AAVE derive from
the speech of rural white southerners—itself derived from the Scots-Irish dialect
of the region’s early white settlers—and that other features, particularly several
grammatical rules in the verb system, have their origins in African languages.

Among the most distinctive features of AAVE is the omission of the verb “to be”
in the present tense. For instance, “she’s smart” becomes “she smart.” Other
examples are, “He fast in everything he do,” “We on tape,” and “He always
coming over to my house to eat” (Labov, 1972a, 67–68). Another prominent
feature of AAVE is the use of the verb “to be” to describe an event that occurs
over a period of time or one that occurs and is expected to reoccur. The
following are some examples (from Labov 1972a; and Baugh 1984):

1. The office be closed on weekends.
2. She say, “Why you be runnin’ in the street so much?”
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3. But the teachers don’t be knowing the problems like the parents do.

Also, in AAVE, “done” is used to mark an action that is completed. For example:

1. The teacher done lost her keys.
2. We done told him ’bout these pipes already.

Finally, AAVE is characterized by a proliferation of negation to mark emphasis
and stylistic effect, such as the following:

1. They didn’t never do nothing to nobody.
2. He ain’t not never gon say it to his face.
3. Didn’t nobody see it, didn’t nobody hear it!

Case Study Ebonics: Language and Politics
In December 1996, the school board of Oakland, California, prompted by the
poor performance of African American children on tests of reading and
language arts skills, passed a resolution to implement a new approach to the
teaching of those skills. The goal was to bridge the gap between the vernacular
language that many African American children used at home and in the
community and the Standard English demanded in the school setting. Teachers
were to be trained to appreciate Ebonics/AAVE as a legitimate variant of
English, and children were to be instructed in both AAVE and Standard English.
The assumption was that children would master basic concepts better if they
learned them in their own primary dialect, and this would help them acquire
mastery of Standard English.
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In one study, AAVE-speaking children in kindergarten and first and second
grades took a standard test in reading that had been translated into AAVE.
They scored significantly higher than children who took an untranslated version
(Williams 1997, 212). Another study involved an AAVE-based reading program,
called “Bridge,” that had been developed in the 1970s. This program began with
reading material written only in the vernacular, then presented texts that were
written 50 percent in AAVE and 50 percent in Standard English, and finally
switched completely to the standard.

To evaluate the effectiveness of the Bridge approach, children in grades 7
through 12 were tested after 4 months and compared to a group who had not
been exposed to the program. Reading scores of the Bridge children increased
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by a measure of 6.2 months, meaning that they improved more than would be
expected for the time period (4 months). In contrast, children in the standard
school programs increased by only 1.6 months, less than the increase expected
for the 4-month period. The Bridge children not only surpassed children in
standard programs but also did better than the norm (4 months’ gain for 4
months of instruction) (Rickford 1997, 179). Unfortunately, despite their
effectiveness, the publisher discontinued the Bridge readers because of
criticism by educators and the media.

What is to be done to teach reading and language skills to children whose home
language differs from the standard? Some argue that the dual-language
approach is the best answer, whereas others believe that immersion in
Standard English is preferable. Black scholars and public figures writing in The
Black Scholar (1997) and the Journal of Black Psychology (1997) argued both
points of view.

To gain perspective on this controversy, consider the social context in which
AAVE-speaking children may resist learning Standard English. When people
elevate a particular language or dialect over another, they convey a message of
superiority. Children in countries such as Switzerland, Germany, and Scotland,
who grow up speaking a regional dialect, easily learn a standard dialect of their
language when they enter school (McWhorter 1997, 12–13). Unlike these
European children, however, African American children may confront racial
prejudice and social attitudes demeaning to them and to the way they speak. As
one commentary concludes, it is important for children to know both AAVE and
Standard English and to use them in the appropriate contexts. Appreciating
AAVE carries the benefit of a healthy sense of self and pride in their heritage
(Smitherman and Cunningham 1997, 230–31).

Other school systems have since tested the Bridge program with greater
success. According to William Labov (2004), it has proven to be one of the
most useful approaches to improving reading scores for African American
children. Its particular strength is that it combines a linguistic and a cultural
approach to reading. It employs words and grammatical constructions that are
familiar to the children. And it contextualizes language in a cultural background in
which the children feel comfortable. Finding techniques that will improve reading
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scores is especially critical at this time when test scores and linguistic
observations point to increasing divergence between AAVE and Standard
English.  Read the Document on myanthrolab.com

What do you think is the best approach to the education of AAVE-
speaking children, and why?

Serious controversies have arisen in relation to AAVE and the education of
African American children. Children who speak AAVE face a host of educational
roadblocks. Many teachers regard any nonstandard speech negatively, a bias
that colors their judgment of AAVE speakers. Children who refuse to use
Standard English are sometimes perceived to be hostile or resistant to
authority. Because of AAVE’s grammatical differences from Standard English,
teachers also may misinterpret what AAVE speakers are saying. The children
themselves often feel conflict between their desire to succeed in school, which
requires them to speak Standard English, and their desire to be accepted by
their peers who may ridicule students who speak Standard English. The desire
for peer acceptance, combined with the perception that they will never get
teachers’ approval, may lead children to reject the norms of Standard English.

Some of these issues were raised in a landmark case brought to a federal court
in Michigan in 1977. The case arose because of parents’ concerns about their
children’s poor school performance and their feeling that it did not reflect the
children’s ability but rather a lack of cultural and linguistic understanding
between teachers and students. The plaintiffs argued that the local school in
Ann Arbor had not taken any action to address their children’s educational
problems. In 1979, the presiding judge found for the plaintiffs and ordered the
Ann Arbor school board to institute procedures to correct teachers’
misconceptions about AAVE and to help students better learn the standard
language. The judge found that “the language barrier that did exist was in the
form of unconscious negative attitudes formed by teachers towards children
who spoke African American English, and the reactions of children to those
attitudes” (cited in Labov 1982, 193). The school board began instructing
teachers about the characteristics of AAVE and developing methods to help
children learn the standard language. Despite the findings of the Michigan court,
however, attempts to address the use of AAVE in public schools continue to
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spark controversy (see the Case Study on Ebonics: Language and Politics on
Page 83). Fundamental changes in educational systems are often difficult to
devise. But, according to Geneva Smitherman (2003), educational approaches
should include reinforcing the need for and teaching of the language of wider
communication while reinforcing and reaffirming the legitimacy of
nonmainstream languages and dialects and promoting mother tongue
instruction.

Review
Linguistic anthropology examines the interrelationships between language
and culture, for example, how language influences and reflects a culture’s
worldview. The Sapir-Whorf hypothesis and studies in linguistic relativity
argue that language predisposes people to selectively perceive and think
about things in certain ways that then affect their behavior and attitudes.
Dialects, regional and group distinctions within a language, include
differences in pronunciation and vocabulary. They can vary by sex,
gender, race, ethnicity, and social class or socioeconomic background.
Sociolinguistics is the study of the impacts of socioeconomic and cultural
factors on language and communication within a society. Standard
dialects, such as Standard English, are usually derived from the versions
spoken by social elites. African American Vernacular English (AAVE, also
called Ebonics) is a well-known dialect in the United States derived from
English spoken by rural white southerners and from African languages.
AAVE has African loanwords and distinctive grammatical rules for verbs.

Ethnosemantics
Building on the pioneering foundations of the first half of the twentieth century,
linguistic anthropologists have broadened their exploration of the relationship
between language and culture. Some continue to study what vocabulary can
reveal about the structure of human thought. Others investigate how cultural
values and symbols are encoded in words or expressions and are then used by
speakers to transmit emotional, attitudinal, and symbolic meanings.
Researchers also examine the systems or ways of categorizing words that
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people use to name people, objects, or forces in their physical and social
environments, a field called ethnosemantics .

ethnosemantics

Study of culture through people’s use of language to
categorize and classify people, objects, activities, and
experiences.

Studies of vocabulary usually focus on the comparative analysis of categories of
words or systems of classification, such as words for animals, kinship terms,
body parts, colors, or phenomena such as weather. Linguistic anthropologists
also study occupational jargons, the specialized vocabularies used by people
who share specific communication needs relating to their work or some other
activity. Philosophy professors, baseball announcers, web hosts, and thieves
are examples of groups that use jargons to communicate.

jargons

Specialized or technical words and expressions spoken
by people who share a particular occupation or interest.

What jargons do you use? How do you use them?

Componential Analysis
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By analyzing similarities and contrasts among the words in a category, you can
learn something about what is culturally important to the speakers of a language
and how they experience their world. This comparative approach, called 
componential analysis , involves isolating components of meaning within the
words in a category. The goal is to understand the ethnosemantics, or
indigenous systems of meaning, of a culture or group and its members.

componential analysis

A technique of analyzing the similarities and contrasts
among words in a particular category, such as kinship
terms or animal names.

For example, take words for animals in English. English has many more words
for some animals than it does for others, and these differences reflect
differences in cultural interest. English has separate words for horses that
specify female and male adults (mare and stallion), babies (foal), female and
male juveniles (filly and colt), and neutered adult males (gelding). English has a
similarly extensive vocabulary to differentiate age and sex among cattle and
other domestic food and draft animals, which historically have played a crucial
role in the subsistence and economy of English-speaking peoples. In addition,
English has many words for different breeds of these animals. In contrast, other
species—chipmunk, otter, and moose, for example—are treated in a more
generalized way, with only one term for all members of the class of animals.

Cultural Presuppositions

When people speak, they understand one another because of an array of
shared knowledge and assumptions, or cultural presuppositions , that
mean far more than what words alone convey. Smooth conversation depends
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on these unstated presuppositions. Without them, people cannot accurately
assess how their words are being understood. Americans talking to one another
about the World Series, for example, assume they share knowledge that the
term refers to professional baseball, that professional baseball teams are
organized into leagues, that the teams in a league compete throughout a
season to determine the league champions, and that the World Series is the
culminating competition between the league champions.

cultural presuppositions

Shared knowledge and unspoken assumptions that
people have as members of their culture.

What cultural presuppositions do you and your classmates share about
your participation in the course?

 Listen to the Audio: The Forum on myanthrolab.com

Other cultural presuppositions are more complex and more subtly embedded
within language. For example, the language of the Navajo of New Mexico and
Arizona reflects different presuppositions about individual self-assertion (Young
and Morgan 1987). English has many verbs that express types of coercion:
cause, force, oblige, make, compel, order, command, constrain, must, have
to, and ought to. In contrast, the Navajo language lacks such verbs. Rather than
saying, “I must go there,” a Navajo speaker says the equivalent of, “It is only
good that I shall go there.” Similarly, whereas English readily expresses the idea
that people have a right to impose their will on other creatures, the Navajo
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language does not. Where an English speaker might say, “I make the horse
run,” a Navajo speaker would say, “The horse is running for me.”

Cultural norms of communicative behavior—the pragmatics of communication—
also involve presuppositions. Two casually acquainted North Americans might
use a greeting such as “Hi! How are you?” Both parties know that this greeting
is a routine social ritual, not a true request for information. The expected
response is “Fine, how are you?”—not a detailed account of one’s personal
problems.

In all cultures, people use language to influence hearers: to convey information,
ask questions, persuade, or issue commands. Few words are neutral in their
connotations. They have associations that presuppose culturally shared
symbolic meanings. Cultural symbols are transmitted through language and
obtain their strength because speakers and hearers unconsciously accept the
assumptions on which they are based. For example, to promote products,
advertisers manipulate the presuppositions associated with such words as new,
bigger, and improved. The word free is charged with cultural presuppositions.
Repetitive exposure to such use of language reinforces overt and covert cultural
messages implied and presupposed by the words.

Ethnography of Communication

Linguistic anthropologists analyze speech behavior and nonverbal
communication in their widest cultural and social contexts. Dell Hymes (1974)
introduced the term ethnography of communication  to describe the study
of all explicit and implicit norms for communication—verbal and nonverbal—in a
particular setting. Included in such a study would be a description of the setting
in which the communication occurred, the participants involved, the language
they used, the way they communicated (speaking, writing, nonverbal signals),
the genre or form of the communication (conversation, folktale, chant, debate),
the topic or subject of the communication, and the attitudes and goals of the
participants.
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ethnography of communication

Study of communication as it occurs within a particular
cultural context, considering such features as settings,
participants, and participants’ attitudes and goals.

An ethnographic description of communication in an American courtroom, for
example, might run like this: The setting, a courtroom, is structured to provide
separate seating areas for various categories of participants and to regulate
contact between participants. Among the participants are judges, lawyers,
defendants, plaintiffs, witnesses, jurors, spectators, and court officials.
Participants behave according to their role in the proceedings. The judge,
seated on a raised platform at the front of the room and distinguished by
special attire, physically dominates the room. The judge controls the
communication of the other participants, each of whom has certain obligations
to speak or not to speak. Failure to obey the judge may be considered
“contempt of court,” a legally punishable offense. Only judges, lawyers, and
witnesses may speak publicly. Other participants (jurors, spectators, officers)
must remain silent. Each type of participant communicates in expected ways.
Lawyers may make introductory and concluding statements or ask questions.
Witnesses answer questions. Judges make statements, ask questions, and
issue commands and rulings.
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An ethnography of communication in a courtroom includes the spatial
arrangement of participants (judges, jurors, attorneys, defendants) and their
permissible speaking turns.

Topics of discussion in a courtroom are rigidly defined. A trial is intended to
resolve a specific issue, and all communication must be relevant to that issue.
The goals of participants vary according to their roles in the proceedings.
Speakers choose their words, tone of voice, facial expressions, and gestures to
accomplish their goals. The judge seeks to appear impartial, lawyers speak and
act persuasively or aggressively, defendants may portray themselves as
innocent, witnesses appear honest and reliable, and jurors remain silent but
convey interest in the speech and behavior of others.

Review
Ethnosemantics, or indigenous systems of meaning, can lead to a better
understanding of what is important in a culture. Systems of meaning
include jargons, which are specific to certain occupations or activities.
Examples of word comparisons using componential analysis include kin
terms and terms for animals. The shared knowledge and assumptions
that speakers use are cultural presuppositions. The ethnography of
communication involves examining all aspects of communication (setting,
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participants, topics, and goals) to understand language as cultural
expression.

Processes of Language Change
Languages change over time. Change sometimes results from processes
internal to a language. For instance, a language may gradually eliminate
grammatical distinctions, meanings of words may be altered, or the order of
words within sentences may change. Evidence of such patterns can be found in
the history of English. Old English (the language spoken in the British Isles until
about 1066, the year of the Norman invasion from France), had noun endings
that indicated whether the noun was a subject or object in a sentence. Modern
English nouns lack these markers. However, English retains distinctions
between subject and object for pronouns: I, he, she, we, and they are subjects,
whereas me, him, her, us, and them are objects. You can be either subject or
object. Modern English is currently undergoing a further loss of the subject–
object distinction in the relative pronouns who and whom. Although the object
form whom is still used in writing and formal speech, most speakers no longer
use it in colloquial and informal contexts. We are, therefore, witnesses to
ongoing language change.

Changes in the meanings of words also are commonplace. For example,
modern English speakers often have trouble understanding the works of William
Shakespeare because some words that he used have different meanings today,
and others have gone out of the language entirely. Some nations try to “freeze”
their official national language in time. In the service of linguistic nationalism,
France, for example, has a committee in charge of eliminating foreign words
from the French language. English is the main influence, with new words and
phrases in French such as le hamburger and le blue jeans.

Language change is constant and natural as new words and expressions are
invented or discarded and as vocabularies are elaborated to reflect cultural
priorities. Thus, people who are concerned about the “purity” of their language
are chasing a phantom. Also, as Edward Sapir pointed out about the
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relationship between vocabulary and cultural priorities, cultures often change
more rapidly than languages. As a result of this “linguistic lag,” a specialized
vocabulary may not reflect a society’s current cultural interests. In time, as
linguistic change catches up with culture change, the specialized words are
likely to change meaning or to disappear.

In your experience, what are some examples of new vocabularies that
reflect changing cultural priorities?

Creoles, Pidgins, and Lingua Francas

In addition to internal adjustments, languages also change in response to the
influence of other languages because no language is completely isolated from
others. External change occurs when peoples with different languages and
cultures come into contact, with three possible general results: The languages
will remain distinct; one language will become dominant; or the languages will
meld into a new language.

One process of language change that results in a new language is creolization,
or the creation of creole languages. Creoles  are languages that combine
sounds, grammatical forms, and vocabularies from several different linguistic
sources. They arise in situations of close contact and interaction among people
who speak different languages. The United States is home to three creole
languages, for example, that came into existence in the past several hundred
years. The three American creoles are Gullah, Louisiana Creole, and Hawaiian
Creole. Gullah (spoken mostly on the Sea Islands off the coast of South
Carolina) is derived from various African languages and English. Louisiana
Creole is derived from various African languages and French. Hawaiian Creole
is a complex mixture of English, Native Hawaiian, and several Asian and Pacific
languages.

creoles
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Languages that have historic roots as an amalgamation
of vocabulary and grammar derived from two or more
independent languages.

Creoles often develop from pidgin languages. Pidgins  are forms of
communication made by combining words and constructions from several
languages, but they differ from creoles because they are not full languages but,
rather, have small vocabularies and simple constructions. They are used for
special purposes, especially for trade.

pidgins

Rudimentary languages that have a simplified grammar
and a limited vocabulary.

Lingua francas  are full languages that are used among numerous peoples
who come into contact regularly but who speak distinct languages. Some of
these lingua francas are pidgins, such as those that arose to serve the Arab
and European slave trades; some are creoles, such as Rasta, spoken in
Jamaica and other West Indian islands; and others are the regular language of
one group that came to be widely used by many other people, such as Swahili,
spoken in eastern Africa. More recently, English and French have become
international lingua francas.

l ingua francas

Languages used in particular areas by speakers of
many different languages in order to communicate with
each other.
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Globalization

Through today’s dynamics of globalization, English is now
spoken by more than a billion people throughout the world,
rivaled only by Chinese. English has become global in three
ways: Countries such as Australia and South Africa are
dominated by English-speaking inhabitants; countries with
few native English speakers nevertheless have English as
an official language; and many other countries give priority
to English in foreign-language learning.
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The Indian film industry produces movies in Hindustani, the lingua franca of north
and west India and the language of popular culture in India.

Historical Linguistics

Among groups of people who speak variants of a language, differences
between dialects can accumulate to the extent that people no longer understand
one another. Thus, mutual intelligibility is a definition of language as shared by
its speakers. When people no longer understand one another, new, separate
languages emerge. Tracing changes in languages over time and relationships
between languages in the past is the goal of historical linguistics.

Over time, people’s speech changes into distinct dialects and, ultimately, when
speakers can no longer understand one another, into separate languages.
Mutual intelligibility is often taken as a test of whether two forms of speech are
dialects of the same language or two different languages. By comparing the
sounds, vocabularies, and syntax of today’s languages, historical linguists can
reconstruct the processes that led to change, grouping languages into families
descended from a common ancestral form. A language family , then, is a
group of languages spoken by people who are historically related.

language family

A group of languages that are historically related,
descendants of a common ancestral form.

One method for determining the relationships among languages, estimating
when they separated, and even reconstructing features of the parent language
is to study a core vocabulary of up to 500 words. This core vocabulary consists
of words for objects or ideas that every language can be expected to have
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words for, including pronouns, some numerals, some colors, words for body
parts, and common adjectives (such as large, small) and verbs (such as to eat,
to sleep). Words with related meanings that are found to share a common
heritage are referred to as cognates . The English to pay and the French
payer are cognates, for example. English and French are related historically,
and both are members of the much larger language family called Indo-
European, which also includes languages as diverse as Sanskrit, Hindi, Polish,
German, and Norwegian. These languages very likely all started out as one
language in central Eurasia an estimated 8,000 to 10,000 years ago.

cognates

Words in different languages that are derived from the
same word in their parent language.

loanwords

Words borrowed from one language into another.

Loanwords

All languages borrow words from other languages. These loanwords  are
often incorporated into a language when the speakers borrow a new cultural
item from another group. The words often name new foods, articles of clothing,
tools and other equipment, occupations, or new ideas. Table 4.3  contains a
small number of the many thousands of words

Table 4.3 Loanwords in English
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Source Loanwords

Irish-Gaelic brogue, leprechaun, shamrock

Scandinavian muggy, rug, ski

Dutch boss, cookie, pit (of fruit), sleigh

Yiddish kibitzer, nebbish, phooey, schlep

Russian czar, mammoth, tundra, vodka

Turkish fez, tulip, turban

Arabic candy, mattress, orange, sugar

Hebrew cherub, hallelujah, jubilee, kosher

Hindi bungalow, dungaree, jungle, pajamas

Chinese tea, kowtow, tycoon

Japanese hara-kiri, samurai, soya

Pacific languages bamboo, kangaroo, launch, tattoo

African languages gorilla, jazz, tote, yam

Native North American languages bayou, moccasin, moose, pecan

Native Central American languages chocolate, maize, tomato, potato

borrowed into English from a variety of origins, omitting more common sources
such as French, Spanish, Italian, and German (Pyles and Algeo 1982, 297–
316).
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In some cases when people borrow foreign words with meanings similar to
words that already exist in the language, they give the words special usage. For
example, after the Norman invasion of England in 1066, English incorporated the
French names of common farm animals to refer to the animals’ meat, and the
English names were kept for referring to the animals (see Table 4.4 ).

Similarly, foreign words sometimes have a different connotation than their native
equivalents. In English, for example, some words of French origin are
considered more formal or polite than their Old English counterparts. In the
following pairs, the Old English word is given first, followed by a word whose
source is French: smell/odor, sweat/perspiration, eat/dine, dead/deceased,
want/desire, look at/regard, go away/depart, come back/return.

Just as English has borrowed thousands of words from foreign sources, other
languages have borrowed words from English. And just as English has modified
foreign words to fit English sound patterns, so have other languages altered
sounds of English words to fit their systems (see Table 4.5 ).

Relationships between languages are determined by finding regularities in
sound shifts between cognates. What regular sound shifts can you
identify in the following Indo-European cognates for father?

Examples of Indo-European Cognates

father (Modern English)

fader (Middle English)

faeder (Old English)

fader (Swedish, Norwegian, Danish)

vader (Dutch)
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vater (German)

pater (Latin)

padre (Spanish, Italian)

père (French)

pai (Portuguese)

pate-r (Greek)

pitar (Sanskrit)

pita- (Hindi)

Language families provide insight into the historical relationships between
neighboring and even distant peoples. For instance, if neighboring groups speak
unrelated languages, they probably did not always live near one another. They
may both have migrated to their current locations from elsewhere, or perhaps
one had long residence in the region and the other was a more recent
immigrant. If the language spoken by one group of people is related to a
language spoken hundreds or even thousands of miles away, both groups have
a common ancestor that spoke their one ancestral language.

Table 4.4 Animal Terms in English

Animal Meat French Source

Steer beef boeuf

Pig pork porc

Calf veal veau
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Sheep mutton mouton

Table 4.5 Loanwords from English

English Word Borrowing Language Loanword

Sources: Puerto Rican Spanish: Zentella 1985, 45; Costa Rican Spanish: Appel and
Muysken 1987, 169; Ganda: Halle and Clements 1983, 51; Mohawk: Bonvillain 1978, 37;

Navajo: Young and Morgan 1987, 7; Swahili, Japanese: Berlitz 1982, 299–300; Tagalog:

Molony 1977, 141–42.

Roof Spanish (Puerto Rico) rufo

Police Swahili (Africa) polisi

Ruler Ganda (Africa) luula

Railway Ganda (Africa) leerwe

Thumbtacks Mohawk (North America) tamtaks

Christmas Navajo (North America) kesmis

Baseball Japanese beisuboru

Casual Tagalog (Philippines) kazwal

Plotting the distribution of related languages helps to trace the history of
migrations, contacts, and conquests among the world’s peoples. Although no
one knows when or how the first language was spoken or who spoke it, some
historical-comparative linguists hope that they might one day be able to
reconstruct “protohuman,” the first language spoken by the first modern
humans.
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Language and Globalization
All modern nations are multilingual in the sense that some sectors of their
population speak more than one language. Presumably even in earlier, small-
scale societies, at least some members were bilingual or multilingual. Because
trade, travel, and intermarriage between neighboring or distant peoples have
always occurred, the convenience and/or need to speak the language of
another group has been an obvious social fact. Of all the countries in the world,
Papua New Guinea has the greatest number of languages used as a first
language, an impressive total of 830 in a population of about 3,833,000. This
number accounts for an equally impressive 12.01 percent of all of the languages
spoken in the world. Papua New Guinea is followed by Indonesia with 722
languages (10.45 percent) and a population of 222,700,000. After that, the
numbers decline considerably, but major multilingual countries include Nigeria
(521 languages or 7.54 percent), the United States (364 languages or 5.27
percent), Mexico (297 languages or 4.30 percent), the Democratic Republic of
the Congo (217 languages or 3.14 percent), and Australia (207 languages or
3.00 percent) (Ethnologue 2010). The United States differs from the other
countries listed because of its high number of immigrant languages (about two-
thirds), whereas elsewhere most of the languages spoken are indigenous to
that nation.

The following table presents similar data by world area (note that languages are
counted once, specified in the world area of their origin) (Ethnologue 2010):

DISTRIBUTION OF LANGUAGES BY AREA OF ORIGIN

Area Number of Languages Percent of World’s Languages

Africa 2,110 30.5

Americas 993 14.4

Asia 2,322 33.6
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Europe 234 3.4

Pacific 1,250 18.1

Total 6,909 100.0

However, despite the impressive linguistic diversity in the world, researchers
estimate that of the approximately 6,000 or 7,000 languages spoken today, only
about one-half will still be spoken by the end of the century (Krauss 1992). One
consequence of the historic colonial experiences of many nations in the world
has been the spread of the languages of colonizers far beyond their own
national boundaries. The expansion of European languages to other parts of the
globe is but the latest example of this process. The worldwide prominence of
specific European languages has risen and fallen with their colonial fortunes.
Currently, although direct imperial control has disappeared or at least
weakened, the linguistic dominance of former colonial languages has survived.
French is still spoken in many countries of Africa, the Caribbean, and the
Pacific. Spanish is the major language of most of South and Central America.
And English is spoken by residents of former British and American colonies or
possessions in the Americas, the Pacific, and Africa. Use of English has spread
to many additional countries because of the economic, political, and cultural
influence of the United States. In fact, as such influence has accelerated since
World War II, the English language too has gained increasing worldwide
dominance. Estimates suggest that some 341 million people are native
speakers of English and between one-quarter and one-third of the world’s
people understand and speak English to some degree (Ethnologue 2000).
English is the most frequently taught foreign language in the world’s schools. It
is the sole official language of twenty-five countries and functions along with
others as official languages in some thirty-six more. (The closest rival to English
is French, which is the sole official language in fourteen independent countries
and in sixteen island countries in the Caribbean or the Pacific still linked to
France, and it is one of two or more official languages in eighteen additional
nations; Ethnologue 2010.) Finally, English dominates as the primary language
of international business. An estimated 75 percent of all mail and 80 percent of
computer data are written in English (Baron 1990).
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The rapidly growing realm of computer-mediated communication (CMC) is also
an arena of linguistic inequality. CMC is a worldwide phenomenon, but access to
computer technology is clearly not universal. Growth in computer use over the
last fifteen years is staggering. In 1995, there were 16 million computer users
worldwide, accounting for a mere 0.4 percent of the world’s population, but by
2009, about 1,802 million (1 billion 802 million) people, or 26.6 percent of
people in the world, used computers (Internet World Stats 2010). Figures for
“Internet penetration” (i.e., the percentage of people living in a particular area
who use computers compared to the population of that region) reveal some of
the discrepancies in usage. The following list presents the relevant data
(Internet World Stats 2010):

Africa: 8.7%
Asia: 20.1%
Europe: 53.0%
Middle East: 28.8%
North America: 76.2%
Latin America/Caribbean: 31.9%
Oceania/Australia: 60.8%
World Total: 26.6%

In addition to regional differences, barriers of class, education, and
race/ethnicity within a country are some of the impediments to utilization of
computer resources. In the United States, males and females have about equal
access to the Internet (78 percent and 75 percent, respectively), but race and
ethnicity are significant factors affecting differential access. Specifically, 78
percent of whites and 75 percent of Latinos are Internet users, while 68 percent
of African Americans have Internet access. Income levels are also critical:
Sixty-one percent of people with family incomes below $40,000 per year use
the Internet, while a much higher 91 percent of those with annual family incomes
over $40,000 do so. A person’s education level is another predictor of Internet
usage: Less than half (41 percent) of those without a high school diploma use
the Internet, whereas 69 percent of people with high school diplomas, 86
percent of those with some college experience, and 93 percent of people with
advanced college degrees have access to the Internet (Internet Usage Stats
2010).
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Finally, Internet communication is unequally distributed in the world’s languages.
Data from December, 2009 reported the following languages as the most
frequently used on the Internet (numbers represent millions of users):

English: 495.8
Chinese: 407.7
Spanish: 139.8
Japanese: 96.0
Portuguese: 77.6
German: 72.3
Arabic: 60.3
French: 57.8
Russian: 45.3
Korean: 37.5
All other languages: 313.7

Source: Internet World Stats: www.internetworldstats.com/stats7.htm.

These data reveal that speakers of the top ten languages account for 82.8
percent of all Internet users, while the rest of the world’s languages are
employed by 17.2 percent. And by language, Internet use is lopsided: Speakers
of English and Chinese together account for just over 50 percent (50.5 percent).

An additional significant set of data concerns “Internet penetration by language,”
that is, the percentage of people using the Internet in a particular language
compared to the number of people in the world who speak that language as
their primary tongue. The following list presents these data:

English: 39.7%
Chinese: 29.7%
Spanish: 34.0%
Japanese: 75.5%
Portuguese: 31.4%
German: 75.0%
Arabic: 17.5%
French: 16.9%
Russian: 32.3%
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Korean: 52.7%
Total of top ten languages: 33.8%
Total of all other languages: 10.2%
World total: 26.6%

These figures indicate that more than half of all speakers of Japanese, Korean,
and German use the Internet as one of their means of communication with
others. And comparing figures for Internet penetration with those for users of
the top ten languages indicates the uneven distribution of Internet access: While
speakers of all of the world’s languages except those in the top ten account for
17.2 percent of Internet users, only 13.2 percent of these speakers actually
employ computer-mediated communication.

Review
All languages change. Sounds shift, words change meanings, words are
borrowed (loanwords), new words are invented, and languages become
extinct. Language change can be both internal and external. Processes
of language change that result from culture contact include the creation
of pidgins and creoles. Historical linguistics is the comparative study of
changes in languages over time and relationships between languages
and language families in the past. Divergence of languages is measured
by comparing changes in core vocabularies to find cognates, words from
different languages with shared sound shifts and similar meanings.

Anthropology Applied

Languages Lost and Found
Closely associated with globalization is the loss of indigenous languages
to new languages or to replacement by languages used in business and
international politics. The six official languages of the United Nations are
Arabic, Chinese, Russian, Spanish, English, and French. The UN
conducts most of its business in English and French. Many indigenous
peoples and minorities in pluralistic societies are not taught their native
languages, but instead focus is on the national or official language to
succeed in the larger society.
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Globalization thus can lead to language loss, which in turn leads to the
loss of cultural content, including people’s genealogies, folktales, culture
histories, and cultural identities. An estimated 6,800 languages are
spoken today. In the last 500 years, 4,000 to 9,000 languages became
extinct due to wars, genocide, incorporation of ethnic minorities into
majority populations, and bans on native languages’ use by colonial
governments. By the end of the twenty-first century, it is estimated that
more than half of the remaining languages will become extinct (Krauss
1992). The 357 languages with fewer than 50 speakers include Sami
(Sweden), Birale (Ethiopia), and Menomini (United States). Examples of
recently extinct languages are Ubykh (Turkey), Eyak (Alaska), Dalmatian
(Albania), and Ainu (Japan).
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Linguistic anthropologists, concerned that language loss leads to the loss
of culture, have helped indigenous and minority groups document their
languages and their stories and implement programs to teach younger
generations their native tongue. With the help of anthropologists, Tsalagi
(Cherokee) people and others, for example, can learn to speak Tsalagi
with language-learning software and games, free MP3 downloads, and
other online resources, such as study groups, discussion lists,
dictionaries, and texts. The survival of Tsalagi in some form is guaranteed
because it is a written language and has a relatively large number of
speakers. For some researchers, recording endangered languages and
cultures has become a life’s work. After the collapse of the Soviet Union
in 1991, for example, many multinational teams of linguists and
anthropologists raced to Siberia to record rare and disappearing
languages such as Itel’men of Kamchatka.

Efforts to reclaim the indigenous Hawaiian language from the brink of
extinction are among the best success stories worldwide. By 1980,
fewer than 1,000 native residents of Hawaii spoke Hawaiian, and only
about 30 of these were younger than 18. Thanks to vigorous
programming and funding, language immersion preschool classes were
organized beginning in 1984. These were later expanded to include older
children (Nettle and Romaine 2000). In 2007, more than 2,300 students

316



were enrolled in classes statewide (Namahoe and Barcarse 2007, 44).
In Papua New Guinea, a nation where 823 languages are still spoken,
preschool and early education is mandated in the vernacular language of
each region, enabling children to begin their schooling in their native
language, with a gradual transition to English (UNESCO 2002). The goal
of these programs is speaking fluency, for that is what keeps indigenous
languages alive. In Peru, programs are underway to translate works of
world literature into Quechua, the language of the Incas. Although
Quechua is one of the two official languages of Peru (along with
Spanish), its use has been declining. The goal of current endeavors is to
develop a “public culture in the language” including books, magazines,
and videos, rather than to have its use relegated to home and private
contexts. In the words of Demetrio Tupac Yupanqui, a professor and
government adviser, “When people communicate in Quechua, they glow”
(Romero 2008, A6).

Critical Thinking Questions
What languages did your forebears speak? Can you understand,
speak, or read those languages? What might you be missing if you
cannot?

 Study and Review on myanthrolab.com
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Chapter Summary

What Is Language
All languages are based on arbitrary symbols for relationships between the
sounds of a word and the object, activity, quality, or idea that the word is
used to name. Languages are characterized by displacement—that is, the
ability to talk about events of the past and the future, not just events that are
ongoing at the moment of speech. Languages are productive, in that sounds,
words, and sentence constructions can be joined in infinite novel
combinations.

The Components of Language
Talk is achieved through the interdependent components of sounds, words,
sentences, and meanings. Although every language is unique, there are
some universals, including the human range of phonetic inventories, recurring
types of morphological and syntactic constructions, and underlying semantic
relationships.

Nonverbal Communication
Nonverbal communication also consists of both unique and common
behaviors. Although some actions may occur in many societies, they are
always given culturally specific interpretations.

Linguistic Anthropology
Linguistic anthropologists investigate associations between language and
cultural meaning.
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African American Vernacular English (AAVA) is a variety of speech employed
by some people of African ancestry in the United States that diverges from
Standard English, although it shares most linguistic rules with it.
Controversies over AAVA focus primarily on proposals to incorporate
vernacular speech in schools.
The United States is a complex, multilingual nation with millions of speakers
of languages other than English.

Ethnosemantics
An “ethnography of communication” attempts to uncover all of the rules that
connect language to social behavior. Components of any speech interaction
include the participants, the code used, the physical and social settings, the
topic of conversation, and the goals of the speakers.

Processes of Language Change
All languages constantly change. Change derives from internal linguistic
processes and from contact with other languages. New sounds may be
introduced and/or grammatical constructions may be altered. All languages
also borrow words from foreign sources.
When varieties of the same language become so different that people
speaking different dialects can no longer understand one another, new
languages come into being. A language family consists of languages that are
related historically and are the common descendants of an ancestral code.

Language and Globalization
One of the effects of globalization has been the decline in the number of
languages spoken throughout the world. It is estimated that only about one
half of approximately 6000 or 7000 languages spoken today will still be used
by the end of this century.
Today, more than ever, communication worldwide takes place through the
Internet rather than through face-to-face interactions. However, although the

319



number of Internet users grows rapidly, there are inequalities in access to
computers based on world region and factors such as class, gender, and
race or ethnic identities.

Review Questions
1. What are the connections between language and culture?
2. Why are chimpanzees and other apes unable to communicate verbally?

How do they communicate symbolically? What are some differences in
primate communication under laboratory conditions and natural settings?

3. What is the difference between a phoneme and a morpheme?
4. What is the Sapir-Whorf hypothesis? How are language and thought

connected?
5. Why is nonverbal communication important?
6. What are some internal processes of language change that occur in all

languages?
7. How do languages change as a result of cultural contact and

globalization?
8. What are the goals and methods of historical-comparative linguistics?

How are all human languages ultimately related in space and time?
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MyAnthroLab Connections

Watch. Listen. View. Explore. Read. MyAnthroLab is designed
just for you. Each chapter features a customized study plan to
help you learn and review key concepts and terms. Dynamic
visual activities, videos, and readings found in the multimedia
library will enhance your learning experience.

Resources from this chapter
 Watch on myanthrolab.com

Key Features of Language
President of a Navajo Organization
Language in Culture

 Listen on myanthrolab.com

The Forum

 Explore on myanthrolab.com In MySearchLab, enter the
Anthropology database to find relevant and recent scholarly and
popular press publications. For this chapter, enter the following
keywords: semantics, Sapir-Whorf hypothesis, dialects

 Read on myanthrolab.com

Altered Paths: Field Research on Luo Language and Culture
by Ben G. Blount
Maya of the Yucatán: The Sacred in Everyday Life by John R.
Sosa
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Chapter 5 Learning One’s Culture
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Preview
What is enculturation?
How do people incorporate children into their society?
What are the social, cultural, and psychological effects of rites of passage?
Through what formal and informal means do people learn their culture?
What social and cultural factors influence a person’s age- and gender-
related behavior?
How do culture, personality, and human psychology intersect?
How is mental illness both culture-specific and universal?

There once lived a widow, Ballingokan, and her son, Agkon. Every
morning the rooster would wake up Agkon by crowing:

“Kook-ko-ko-oook! Agkon, come and trap me.” Agkon would answer,
“Wait, I’ll first look for some fibers to make up my snare.” The next day,
the rooster again jumped on Agkon’s window and crowed: “Oo-oo-oo-o!
Agkon, come and snare me.” And Agkon said, “Wait, I’ll get some strings
for my snare.” On the third day, the rooster flapped his wings loudly and
cried out: “O-oo-ook! Agkon, when will you come?”

 Listen to the Chapter Audio on myanthrolab.com

 Read on myanthrolab.com
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Agkon ran out, laid his snare with care, and after a few moments it
caught a wild fat rooster, which he proudly showed to his mother. “What
a nice fat rooster. Now we shall have some nice food,” his mother said. .
. .

Agkon burned the feathers of the rooster, cut it into pieces, and began to
cook it. When it was almost cooked he dropped the ladle. “Mother,”
Agkon cried, “I dropped the ladle.” “Never mind,” his mother said as she
quickly went out of the house, “I’ll pick it up.”

As soon as his mother was down, Agkon quickly drew up the ladder.
Then he asked for the ladle and after telling his mother that he would eat
first and call her later, he proceeded to do so. After a while the mother
said, “Agkon, please leave the wings for me.” “But the wings are
delicious, mother,” Agkon said and started to eat them. “Leave me the
claws, my son,” the mother pleaded. “They are just what I want, mother,”
he said. “Surely, you will leave me the neck, Agkon.” “It is just what I am
eating, mother,” Agkon said.

Only the head was now left. “Agkon, my son, will you not give the head
to your mother?” “But, mother,” Agkon answered, “you know very well
that I need to eat the brains.”

When nothing was left of the rooster, Agkon put back the ladder and the
mother wearily went up the steps. She looked at the pot and found a
little soup left, which she took, and mashing some rice in it, ate in tears.
She decided to revenge herself on her son.

The mother went upstream and after walking for a long time she heard
loud weeping and found a family mourning over a man who had been
dead [for a long time]. Ballingokan offered to buy the dead man, but the
relatives were already happy to have someone take care of the dead so
they gladly gave it to her free. She told the Ladag [Dead Man], “I will
carry you on my back.” The dead man climbed on her back and she
brought him to her granary where she covered him with rice. Then going
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to the house she called her son and said, “There are some ripe bananas
in the granary.”

Agkon went down and peeped inside the granary where the Ladag
caught him and proceeded to eat him. He shouted to his mother,
“Mother,” he cried, “the Ladag is eating my feet.” “That is for the claws
of the chicken that you would not share with your mother,” the mother
answered. “Mother, the Ladag is eating my arms.” “But you did not give
me the wings either, my child,” his mother said. “Now he is eating my
breast, mother.” “Neither did you share the breast of the rooster with me,
my son.” “He’s beginning to feed on my neck, mother.” “Well, you ate the
neck of the rooster, Agkon.” “Go ahead, Ladag,” said the mother, “eat
his head.”

That night, Ballingokan felt lonely; there was no one to talk with. The
following day, there was no one to carry fuel, no one to help her. Her
loneliness was worse, and feeling sad, she went to the granary to look
for any remains of her son. She found a little blood on the floor, which
she took, and going to the river began to perform some ritual. She took
some water and began to bathe the blood and said, “May I bathe Agkon!
May I bathe his hands!” At once his hands were formed. And as she
said, “legs, feet, arms,” all were formed into a man.

Then the mother and son were reconciled and both resolved to love each
other truly. And Agkon said, “Mother, from now on, we shall always eat
together!”

Excerpts from Richard Dorson, Folktales Told Around the World, pp. 257–259. ©
1975. Reprinted by permission of The University of Chicago Press.

This tale from the Kalingga people of the Philippines relates in vivid images the
consequences of wrong behavior. Agkon violates cultural rules of how one ought
to treat other people, especially one’s own mother. As punishment, he is eaten
by the Ladag, as his mother wished. But in the end, she brings him back to life
because she recognizes that she needs him too. The narrative, therefore,
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teaches children proper behavior and highlights the economic and social
reciprocity that characterizes relationships among kin.

Like language, which is an element of culture, culture as a whole is a symbolic
system. As with language, all humans have the capacity to learn any culture, but
the specific culture they learn is the one into which they are born and raised.
The process by which children acquire their culture is called enculturation, and is
similar to socialization , the process of learning social norms. Both terms
refer to processes by which individuals acquire the cultural and social
knowledge necessary to function as appropriate members of their communities.
They differ only in their emphasis. This chapter examines how enculturation
works, then looks at a related issue, the relationship between culture and
individual personality.

socialization

A process similar to enculturation that emphasizes
social rather than cultural factors in learning one’s
culture.

The Process of Enculturation
Humans are born helpless, too weak and uncoordinated to move about on their
own. Without speech, they are unable to communicate complex thoughts,
needs, and wants to others, although infants can, of course, convey some basic
needs through cries, smiles, and other preverbal means. They can thus signal
hunger, fear, discomfort, desire for attention, and so on. But despite their ability
to convey emotions, infants are completely dependent on adults to be carried,
cared for, and fed. Even after they can walk and talk, human children remain
dependent on adults. Indeed, humans have the longest period of juvenile
dependency of any animal species. Humans don’t reach sexual maturity until
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around the age of 13 or 14, and do not reach full adult maturity until a few years
after that.

Many evolutionary pressures account for these characteristics. Infant
helplessness probably resulted from a combination of the increasingly large
brains of our ancestors and their shift to an upright, or bipedal, posture.
Structural changes in the skeleton that made bipedalism possible also favored
immature births, before infant head size grew very large. The lengthy period of
childhood dependency reflects the human characteristic that a large brain made
possible—culture. Whereas other animals depend mostly on their physical
adaptations for survival, humans rely on culture. But culture is learned, and
learning it—enculturation—takes a long time.

All societies have beliefs and practices surrounding childbirth and maternal and
infant care. Ju/’hoansi mothers in Namibia and Botswana are attended by
healers when they are in difficult labor. The healers go into a trance (called kia)
in order to confront the spirits causing harm to mother and child (Katz 1982).
These healers lay their hands on the mother’s abdomen, transferring healing
energy and substance (called num) in the hopes of protecting the mother and
baby.

After the birth, mother and child often remain in their separate dwelling or room
for a prescribed length of time. During that period, the mother may follow similar
food, activity, and contact restrictions as she had before the birth. After a set
number of days, weeks, or even months, the woman and her child are
reincorporated into family and community life. That final transition and
reincorporation may be marked by ritualized blessings on both mother and child.

In all societies, the process of enculturation begins as soon as a baby is born
and continues into maturity. Indeed, people acquire and mediate cultural
knowledge throughout their entire lives. Infants may be helpless, but they are
immediately responsive to the world around them. Gradually, they learn how to
communicate through gesture and sound, and they learn how to understand the
myriad messages sent their way. Children not only learn to control their
muscles, make purposeful actions, and acquire the language and
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communication practices of their society, but, most crucially, they also learn to
behave in ways that their culture deems appropriate.

Enculturation is so extraordinarily effective because it takes place primarily
through informal, nonexplicit means. Because we learn most of our cultural rules
unconsciously, we come to feel that our behavior is natural, a result of our
nature rather than our culture. And because we feel that our behavior, attitudes,
and values come from our nature, we generally don’t question their
appropriateness. Instead, we “naturalize” our culture, taking these behaviors
and attitudes as part of our nature rather than recognizing their cultural origins.
Naturalization of attitudes and behaviors results in unquestioning acceptance of
cultural norms. The practices that we engage in and the values that we hold
become so much a part of our thoughts and feelings that we do not see them
as distinct from ourselves. Rather, we see them as forming our very essence as
people. We seem to absorb cultural messages without conscious effort,
beginning with the great dependency of infancy and continuing through
childhood’s protracted period of physical and psychological maturation.

Although enculturation is a process begun in earliest childhood, learning one’s
culture does not end with adulthood. Rather, people learn throughout their lives,
continually acquiring new skills but also continually reshaping and reinforcing
attitudes and values. Life’s experiences teach new lessons that may encourage
people to question old ways of interpreting behavior, or they may strengthen
their convictions. Just as maintaining traditions reinforces cultural stability,
discoveries and innovations enrich individuals and societies. In this chapter, we
focus on cultural learning that takes place before adulthood, but such learning is
not limited to one’s early life.

Becoming a Human Being

When does human life begin? This question may be familiar because of the
heated debate over abortion, but the answer has more cultural variability than
the two positions heard frequently in that debate: conception or birth. In many
cultures, newborns are not considered human until a few days or even weeks
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after birth. They are thought instead to occupy some liminal (in-between),
transitional, and not fully human state. Not until the end of this period are infants
thought of and treated as members of their family and community. This
transition to personhood, or social birth , is often marked by ritual.

social birth

Social recognition of the transition to personhood.

Among the Lohorung Rai of eastern Nepal, babies are introduced to the
ancestors when they are five (girls) or six (boys) days old (Hardman 2000).
Until the rite is performed, infants (and their mothers) are thought to be both in
danger and dangerous. As yet unprotected by the ancestors, they are
vulnerable to harm from evil spirits. This vulnerability and lack of protection
make them dangerous to other people, who avoid contact with them. The rite
raises the child’s ancestral soul and introduces it to the house ancestors,
placing it firmly within its family and wider kinship group. Failure to perform the
ceremony or to perform it well jeopardizes the child’s future health and chances
for success.

Zunis of the American Southwest consider newborns to be unripe or soft “as
are germinating seeds or unfinished clay vessels” (Cushing 1979, 205). For
eight days after birth, babies and their mothers are isolated indoors, away from
the sun, until they are sufficiently hardened for safe exposure to “the world of
sunlight.” At the end of the period of seclusion, the baby’s umbilical cord is
buried nearby, and the burial site becomes the child’s “midmost shrine,”
connecting it to Earth Mother and the underworld from which the ancestors
emerged in primordial times. At sunrise on the eighth day after birth, the baby’s
paternal grandmother washes the baby’s head, puts it in its cradle, places
cornmeal in its hands, and takes it out into the dawn air, facing east toward the
rising sun. While other female relatives of both parents sprinkle offerings of
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cornmeal to Sun in the east, the paternal grandmother recites a blessing prayer
(Bunzel 1932).

Practices of delayed social birth are generally found in societies that have (or
had) high rates of infant mortality. High rates of infant mortality may discourage
parental emotional attachment to their child. An infant is most vulnerable right
after birth, and the belief that it is not yet fully human can temper parents’ grief
should it die during this period. For similar reasons, deaths of infants or young
children are not marked ritually in any significant way in many cultures. The
body is instead disposed of quickly and without ceremony. In contrast, in
societies with comparatively low infant mortality rates, social birth may even
precede actual birth—for example, in customs such as sending fetal sonograms
and holding baby showers.

Beliefs about the humanity of infants also reflect a psychological
accommodation to the political and economic circumstances that foster high
infant mortality. According to a belief prevalent among impoverished
communities in northeastern Brazil, for example, infants who are sickly, weak,
and passive are thought to be uninterested in living (Scheper-Hughes 1989;
1992). In other words, in contrast to robust, emotionally engaged infants, sickly
infants are thought to want to die. They are consequently often ignored,
inadequately fed, and little cared for. Those who die are not mourned. A
mother’s tears are thought to weigh down the infant’s angel wings and hinder its
ascent to heaven. These beliefs may provide comfort to the child’s mother, but
they also divert attention from the crushing poverty responsible for the region’s
high infant mortality rate. Rather than a victim of its circumstances, the child
becomes an agent in its own demise.

Naming
An important process linked to the recognition of a baby as a social person is
naming. In North American societies, a child is usually named at birth or before.
Children may be named after a relative or friend of the parents, or they may be
given a name from a large stock of familiar names or one that is made up.
Some people name a son after the father or, more rarely, a daughter after the
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mother. Others, such as members of the Jewish faith, never name a child for
someone who is living but prefer to name a child after a deceased relative.

In some Native American societies, people often receive new names at various
times in their lives, sometimes in hopes of obtaining spiritual powers or
protection. For instance, a nineteenth-century Hidatsa woman from North
Dakota recounted the reasons for her name change from “Good Way” to
“Buffalo-Bird Woman”:

I was a rather sickly child and my father wished after a time to give me a new name. We
Indians thought that sickness was from the gods. A child’s name was given as a kind of
prayer. A new name often moved the gods to help a sick or weakly child. So my father gave
me another name, Waheenee-wea, or Buffalo-Bird Woman. My father’s gods were birds;
and these, we thought, had much holy power. Perhaps the buffalo-birds had spoken to him in
a dream. I am still called by the name my father gave me; and, as I have lived to be a very
old woman, I think it has brought me good luck from the gods. (Wilson 1981, 8)

How were you named, and why? Does your name have any special
meaning or carry any special expectations?

 Watch the Video: Lahua in Kenya on myanthrolab.com

Baptism for Christians marks a kind of social birth and functions as an
introduction to a social and religious community. In most denominations, baptism
ideally takes place as soon as possible after birth, because of the belief that a
baptized baby would go to heaven if it were to die. Other theological
explanations for infant baptism also exist. Among Baptists and some other
groups, however, people are not baptized until they are old enough to
understand the significance of the ritual and to make the decision for
themselves.
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In many societies, the choice of a name is never casual and always carries
cultural implications. For example, the Ju/’hoansi of the Kalahari Desert in
Botswana and Namibia have an extremely complex naming system. The
Ju/’hoansi, who until recently were hunting-and-gathering nomads, have only
sixty-seven names, thirty-five for males and thirty-two for females (Lee 2003). A
name is assigned systematically to each newborn: A first son is named after his
father’s father, a second son after his mother’s father; a first daughter is named
after her father’s mother, a second daughter after her mother’s mother.
Subsequent children are named after their father’s and mother’s siblings. In
contrast to European and North American practice, children can never be
named after their own parents, nor can they marry someone with the same
name as a parent or sibling.

Child Rearing

In the process of enculturation, once children are named and thought likely to
survive, cultural practices begin to teach them the kinds of behaviors and
personalities deemed appropriate. Child-rearing practices vary greatly across
cultures and across times. Cultural diversity in attitudes toward infants and
children and beliefs about what they are capable of are enormous. There are
also cultural differences in practices aimed at teaching children and molding
them into the kinds of people acceptable in their society.
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Among the Ju/’hoansi of the Kalahari Desert, children are named for specific
relatives according to strict rules. People with the same name are considered to
be related regardless of their actual biological connection.

Attitudes toward children and child-rearing practices are generally consistent
with core values prevalent in a society. In societies where competition for
economic resources and for social prestige and power is the norm, children are
taught to be competitive and to develop a sense of individuality and uniqueness.
In societies where adults need to cooperate economically and to feel part of a
network of reciprocal rights and obligations, children are taught to play and
work communally. Of course, no society has only one set of values and needs.
No matter how competitive an economic and political system may be, people
also have to cooperate with others in some endeavors. And no matter how
cooperative work and social networks may be, people sometimes compete with
one another. However, although children in all cultures need to learn both
cooperative and competitive strategies, one type is often more dominant than
another. As well, although child-rearing attitudes are varied within a society,
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most parents accept the norms prevalent in their communities because these
norms are consistent with environmental constraints or social goals.

Child rearing includes both implicit and explicit messages. Children learn by
observing other people, seeing the ways in which they interact, and listening to
what people have to say about other people’s behavior. Children are also
directly instructed about their own behavior. They may be given explicit
directions about how to behave in particular circumstances. They may be
praised and rewarded for some actions and criticized, punished, or ignored for
others. In all cultures, children are taught lessons about behavior and values
through storytelling. Sacred narratives and folktales impart fundamental cultural
attitudes that children absorb by listening to stories told and retold by respected
relatives and elders.

Child-rearing practices  are culturally defined techniques for dealing with
universal problems relating to the dependency of children. All children need to
be fed, carried, and otherwise cared for in order to satisfy their survival needs
to eat, eliminate body wastes, and sleep. These strategies both reflect and
transmit cultural values and environmental constraints.

child-rearing practices

Methods used to take care of infants and young
children, including ways of feeding, playing with, and
carrying, as well as sleeping arrangements.

Feeding and Weaning
In many traditional societies, mothers nurse their infants for several years,
sometimes for as long as three or four years or until another child is born.
Babies are fed on demand—allowed to nurse whenever they want. In other
societies, even young infants are put on feeding schedules that conform more to
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the mother’s needs than to the child’s. In a classic study, John Whiting and Irvin
Child (1953) analyzed data reported for fifty-one cultures around the world, and
found that about half of the sample was clustered high on a constructed scale of
nursing indulgence. Only a few societies had marked restrictions on infant
feeding. The lowest rating was given to inhabitants of the Marquesas, an island
group in the South Pacific.

The Marquesans believe that frequent nursing makes a child difficult to raise,
too willful and disobedient. No other groups were as restrictive as the
Marquesans, but an American middle-class sample received a rating only two
points higher than the Marquesans. Whiting and Child point out that some of the
worldwide variation can be explained on the basis of allocation of mothers’ time.
That is, in societies where mothers can rely on other family members to
perform household tasks, more time can be spent providing for and catering to
a baby’s needs. In societies where mothers have numerous other duties, either
within their own households or outside the domestic sphere, they have to
restrict their child’s access to them by necessity.

Both the age at which children are weaned and the weaning process itself vary
cross-culturally. In general, weaning tends to take place late and gradually in
societies where a child can nurse on demand, whereas weaning tends to take
place early and abruptly in societies where nursing or feeding is scheduled.
Weaning also takes place later in rural or poor communities, as mother’s milk
normally is a reliably available source of food. The interrelationships among
these practices form an integrated cultural pattern varying from indulgence to
restrictions that is consistent with mothers’ overall economic duties.

Did you sleep in the same bed or room with your parents or other family
members as a child? Why, or why not? At what age were you expected
to sleep alone? To drink from a cup? To feed yourself?

Sleeping
Cultural differences are found in sleeping arrangements for infants, young
children, and adults. A review of research by psychologists investigating
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relationships between sleeping arrangements and children’s independence
reported that only about one-third of American infants slept in the same room as
their parents (co-sleeping), and very few slept in their parents’ bed (Morelli et
al. 1992). Some studies indicate that more than half of infants as young as 2
months of age sleep in rooms separate from their parents, and 98 percent of
American infants sleep alone by 6 months of age. This pattern contrasts sharply
with that of “most communities around the world,” where infants usually sleep in
the same bed with their mothers or, if not in her bed, at least in her room.

Data from the United States indicate variation in different cultural and regional
groups. African American parents are more likely to allow their children to sleep
in their bed or room than are Caucasian parents. And all families in rural
communities are more likely to sleep in the same room. American middle-class
sleeping arrangements are consistent with child-rearing goals that emphasize
independence. In contrast, co-sleeping may help develop interpersonal
relationships. Attitudes expressed by people in cultures that routinely practice
co-sleeping are especially revealing in their criticism of typical American
patterns (see the Case Study). For example, according to studies by T. B.
Brazelton, Japanese parents consider American culture to be “rather merciless
in pushing small children toward such independence at night” (1990, 7).

Physical and Social Stimulation
The ways children are held and the degree of contact that they have with
caregivers and with other children significantly influence their physical and
emotional development. In many cultures, children are in nearly constant contact
and involvement with other people, either older siblings or adult caregivers. In
many societies, babies and young children are carried in slings on the backs or
hips of their caregivers. Because of this constant body contact, they move
about just as their caregivers do. The physicality of movement, of walking,
bending, straightening, and turning, is a constant part of their daily stimuli. In
contrast, in some native cultures of North America, babies were placed in
cradleboards and carried around on the mother’s back. If the caregivers were
indoors, or working or resting outside, they might prop up the cradleboard
against a wall or tree, giving the baby a front-facing perspective and enabling
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the child to be part of the family group and always in visual contact with others.
Other societies require babies to spend a good deal of their waking and
sleeping hours separated from other people. In cribs, high chairs, and playpens,
children may be essentially isolated from the rest of the family group for
significant amounts of time.

Research carried out among the Efe, a hunting-and-gathering society of Zaire,
increases our understanding of the interrelationships between child-rearing
strategies and personality values (Tronick et al. 1992). Observation of Efe
children’s activities

Efe infants and toddlers are always around adults, whom they see and hear
performing numerous activities, learning through observation and interaction.
This training leads to a high degree of sensitivity toward others and a “broad
array of social skills” (Tronick et al. 1992, 575).
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Case Study Sleeping Arrangements in Two Cultures

Sleeping arrangements of American middle-class urban families have been
contrasted with those of Maya Indians in rural Guatemala (Morelli et al. 1992).
Although all fourteen Mayan mothers in the study slept in the same bed with
their infants well into the child’s second year of life, none of the eighteen
American mothers slept in the same bed with their infants regularly, although
fifteen had newborns sleeping in a crib near them. As early as 3 months of age,
more than half the American babies were sleeping in a separate room, and 80
percent were sleeping alone by the sixth month. The remaining three American
families never shared rooms with their newborns. American parents’ comments
about their practices revealed their concerns with dependency: “I think that he
would be more dependent . . . if he was constantly with us like that,” and “It
was time to give him his own space, his own territory.” These attitudes reveal a
focus on individuality and self-reliance.

The researchers also found consistencies between sleeping arrangements and
nighttime feedings of infants. Mayan mothers allow their babies to nurse on
demand during the night as well as during the day. Most of the Mayan mothers
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reported that they did not have to wake up to feed their babies but merely had
to turn toward the child to make the breast accessible. American mothers, in
contrast, reported staying awake during nighttime feedings even when they
nursed their child. Most of them nursed the babies in a chair in their own or the
infant’s room, not in the parental bed. These contrasting patterns are consistent
with differences in attitudes toward on-demand and scheduled feeding. That is,
because American mothers do not sleep in the same bed as their child, they
need to interrupt their own sleep to feed their infants and thus strive to keep the
baby on a regular schedule. Mayan mothers are not disturbed when sleeping,
so they are willing to allow the baby to nurse on demand.

Finally, the researchers drew a connection between sleeping arrangements and
bedtime routines. They noted the elaborate bedtime activities such as dressing
for bed and storytelling typical of American families and the need to “coax the
baby to sleep.” In contrast, with Mayan patterns, the transition to sleeping was
made easily and without formality. The researchers suggest that American
families often experience bedtime struggles because of the stress that infants
may have about going to sleep without assistance or companionship. This
stress results in the child’s fear of falling asleep and being alone.

The contrasts between American and Mayan practices reflect differences in
each society’s attitudes and values. Whereas American parents stress the value
of a child’s independence and avoid encouraging dependent relationships,
Mayan parents stress the importance of interdependence between their children
and themselves. Mayan mothers believe that their children learn social rules
more quickly, obey their elders’ admonitions, and can be trusted not to touch
dangerous objects because of the strong bond between mother and child. One
Mayan mother commented: “In our community the babies are always with the
mother, but with North Americans, you keep the babies apart. Maybe that’s why
the children here understand their mothers more; they feel close. Maybe U.S.
children feel the distance more. . . . If children do not feel close, it will be harder
for them to learn and understand the ways of the people around them” (Morelli
et al. 1992, 610). In the United States, parents are concerned with fostering
independence and self-reliance, in keeping with the society’s dominant notions
of the importance of individuality. Practices of American parents are also
consistent with attitudes about privacy, stressing each person’s needs for and
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rights to private space and concerns.  Read the Document on
myanthrolab.com

revealed a high degree of interactions with parents, older siblings, community
members, and peers. From the very beginning of life, Efe infants (from birth to 4
months of age) spent more than half their time with people other than their
mothers, interacting with five or more different people per hour. Although their
mothers frequently nursed the children, other women nursed them as well. By
the age of 3, they were having social contact with people other than their
mothers for about 70 percent of the day. Tronick and coworkers believe that
Efe child-rearing practices are enmeshed in economic and social systems that
require adults’ attention to multiple activities throughout the day. They also
reflect the people’s value of “sharing and cooperation” and help to enculturate
Efe children in this “intensely social society” (1992, 569).

Like every other aspect of culture, child-rearing practices and attitudes toward
children are not static but change over time. They may change when people
introduce and develop new technologies and ways of living. The possibility of
children’s contribution to household economies may influence attitudes toward
them. In hunting-and-gathering and farming societies, children’s dependence on
adults may be of much shorter duration than in modern industrial societies. This
difference is because, in the former, children can begin to work gathering or
producing food when they are fairly young. In contrast, children in modern
industrial nations are in schools and in training for their future roles until well into
their teens. If they go on to postsecondary education, their financial
dependence on their parents may be lengthened.

Globalization

Although fully industrialized nations have tended to make
child labor illegal, globalization has contributed to the
exploitation of child labor in developing countries. Many
organizations are working to help countries solve the
problems of poverty and child labor in the face of forces of
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globalization. Education and improvements in living
conditions are critical parts of the solution.

Culture Change

Changing Attitudes Toward Childhood and

Child Care in the United States
Contemporary attitudes toward childhood as a stage of life and toward
children and their proper care focus on the uniqueness of each child, their
personal needs for development and self-expression, and their central
place in family life. Such interpretations of children and home life are
radical changes from earlier attitudes in the United States and Europe.
According to some historians, medieval European children were thought
to be “demonic, animalistic, ill-formed and fragile” with a marked
propensity for evil (Hays 1996). Children were also thought of as smaller
and less adequate versions of adults (Aries 1962). High infant mortality
rates and the demands of labor for mothers and fathers minimized the
amount of attention parents could give to children. Children who
misbehaved were subject to corporal punishment. Children were also
taught their place in a hierarchical household system that mirrored the
relationship between subject and king (Hays 1996, 23). Social class, as
always, affected these relationships. Wet nurses cared for children of
wealthy elites, whereas the children of poor people worked hard
alongside their parents as soon as they were physically able.
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Other historians disagree with this bleak picture and describe the care
and concern that parents gave to their children. Medieval children had
their own games, toys, and literature (Orme 2002). The lives of poor
children were no harsher than those of their parents.

During the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, the Enlightenment
began to influence attitudes toward children among the European
bourgeoisie. Children were thought to be innocent and malleable, open to
guidance in a loving household. The importance of home life and
schooling was stressed. These views did not reach the United States,
however, until the nineteenth century. By the 1850s in the United States
and Europe, the values of peaceful domesticity held sway. In particular,
mothers—and especially those of the middle and upper classes—were
responsible for creating home environments that promoted children’s
physical, intellectual, and moral development, so that they would become
successful, competitive men or dutiful women in conformity with
nineteenth-century bourgeois expectations.
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Ideological emphasis on the maternal role coincided with economic
changes that left urban, middle-class women with little opportunity for
employment outside the home. A mother’s task was now to mold her
children’s moral character and guide their emotional, behavioral, and
cognitive development. Fathers were disciplinarians and models of
responsibility, providing the main material support for their wives and
children by working in the public domain, a domain increasingly
contrasted with the private sphere of the household.

Changes in attitudes toward children and childhood were (and are)
consistent with socioeconomic values, the emphasis on competition in the
workplace, and the growing consumer culture that fueled capitalist
economies. For example, social historians trace a significant shift in
attitudes toward envy and deprivation that occurred between the late
nineteenth and the early twentieth centuries (Matt 2002). Children in the
earlier period were admonished to control their feelings of envy and
rivalry, but twentieth-century children were encouraged to be acquisitive
and competitive. Family status became reflected in the material well-
being and possessions parents could provide for their children and
themselves.

By the mid-twentieth century, children were firmly established as the
center of the middle-class family. In contrast to earlier times, when
children were trained to become proper adults, child care became
“expert-guided” and “child-centered,” “more emotionally absorbing, labor
intensive, and financially expensive.” By the 1930s, an estimated 90
percent of middle-class mothers and 65 percent of fathers in the United
States read books and manuals on child rearing (Matt 2002). In the
second half of the twentieth century, experts inundated parents with
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advice about children’s nutrition, sleeping habits, early instruction, and
leisure activities. Every aspect of a child’s life and experience has now
become the subject of expert opinion and public debate (Hulbert 2003).
However, as parents receive more advice, they are also subject to more
criticism. They are poised to take both the praise and the blame for their
children’s behavior because different experts give conflicting advice
depending on their social and political orientations. According to some,
this multitude of opinions creates anxiety in parents at the very time when
the health and welfare of their children are more secure than they ever
were (Stearns 2003). Today’s children, at least those of middle-class
Americans, are privileged: They do little if any work inside or outside the
home, their needs are central to the financial consideration of their
parents, and they have ample leisure time to do as they choose, within
limits of safety.

Finally, in the last quarter of the twentieth century, fathers began to take
a more central place in parenting alongside mothers. Fathers today take
more direct care for their children and are perceived as potential
emotional allies rather than disciplinarians.

Although the constellation of behaviors and values involved in “intensive
parenting” is normative in the United States, parents themselves disagree
about what children’s needs are or how best to satisfy them. In the
1980s, Hays found that, whereas middle-class mothers were apt to
negotiate or reason with their children and to give them options, working-
class mothers were likely to set rules and seek obedience. These
differing approaches reflect different realities. As one working-class
mother noted, “Discipline, that’s very important to me. Because if children
can’t respect their own mother and father, they’re certainly not going to
respect a boss, or an employer, or the law” (Hays 1996).

Our times are fraught with uncertainty in part because rapidly changing
technologies provide an ever-growing range of choices in how we obtain
information, form and develop relationships, and use our time. In one
view, all of these choices and exposures render us “socially saturated”
and lead to changes in the very notions of the “self,” that is, who we are
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and how we understand our relationships with others (Gergen 1991).
These notions begin in childhood and result from the kinds of familial and
community networks and responsibilities that are taken for granted or
naturalized within the culture.

Review
Enculturation is the process by which all humans learn their culture. It
begins with social birth and naming. In all societies, child-rearing
practices meet children’s dependency needs and include feeding,
weaning, sleeping arrangements, toilet training, and stimulation. Attitudes
and values about children and child rearing are adaptive and, therefore,
vary culturally and historically.

Informal and Formal Learning
Children acquire their culture through both formal and informal means. They
learn their future economic and social roles by observing older siblings and the
adults in their family. Typically, children play with toys that represent or imitate
these roles. In societies with economies based on hunting and gathering, boys
play with bows and arrows or other hunting gear, whereas girls play with
digging sticks, carrying devices, and dolls. Among herding peoples, children
may begin to accompany adults to take animals to pasture. They observe adults
working with animals and assist with minor tasks. In some herding societies,
such as the Diné (or Navajo) of the American Southwest, boys and girls
accompany adult herders as early as the age of 5 or 6, preparing for the
herding roles of both men and women. In other cultures, herding activities are
restricted to men. For example, among African cattle herders such as the Nuer
of Southern Sudan, only men and boys who have been initiated are permitted to
tend and herd cattle, although women and children usually milk the animals.
Therefore, part of a boy’s training consists of observing the work of older boys
and adult men in anticipation of maturing and assuming adult roles.

In industrial societies, child labor can be efficient in certain settings, but laws
regarding children’s work vary from country to country. Children are physically
capable of doing hand manufacture and working with light and simple machinery
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before the age of 10. However, many countries outlaw such practices because
of ethical stances held by a majority of citizens or by the world community. In
countries where child labor is permitted (whether overtly or covertly), children
may be apprenticed to their future employers, acquiring manufacturing skills in
home and work settings. In postindustrial societies such as the United States,
children would be in competition with their parents for jobs, a factor that delays
the legal age of paid employment.

Learning Skills and Values

In much of the world, children are trained for their future roles in schools, where
they learn to read and write, a prerequisite for most of the jobs that they will
attain as adults. Education in formal settings so familiar to North Americans also
instills competition and conformity, even though these two values may seem
contradictory. Children learn to compete with one another for the attention of the
teacher when they raise their hands to answer questions. They compare their
grades on tests and in classes with other pupils. They learn the value of
individual achievement, feeling pride in their success or shame in their failure.
But children also learn to conform to the rigors of obedience to authority,
following explicit rules without questioning them as they are taught to respect
the culture of institutions.
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Many agrarian societies use children’s labor at an early age to increase the
family’s productivity and income. Here, children in Amuria District, Uganda, shell
peas.

Cultural values are powerful influences on people’s thinking and behavior. Values
include norms of behavior, attitudes, and ethics. We manifest our values in how
we act toward other people, in what we think about our own and other people’s
behavior, and in our notions of right and wrong. These values are taught to
children in numerous ways. Children observe how people act, and they hear
what people say in the course of daily activities. They may listen to discussions
of other people’s behavior, absorbing the attitudes expressed when someone is
either praised or criticized.

Values are also transmitted in more formal settings. Children may be given
direct instruction, told what to do and what not to do. They may be told why
certain behavior is acceptable and why other behavior is unacceptable. Some
actions or thoughts may even be seen as evil, loading negative attributes about
people who commit them. Because children (like adults) want to be perceived
as appropriate members of their culture, they learn to act in ways viewed
positively and avoid negatively viewed behavior.
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In some societies, proverbs have a significant role in both private and public
discourse. Among the Yorubas of Nigeria, for example, proverbs are used in
child rearing, in ordinary conversations between adults, and in public and
ceremonial settings. Yoruba proverbs teach proper behavior and transmit
cultural wisdom. Examples include “Children are the clothes of men” (that is, a
man’s most valuable possessions); “A hungry man does not hear sermons”;
“Words are like eggs, when they drop, they scatter”; and “You are making love
to your thigh” (that is, you are deceiving yourself) (Lindfors and Owomoyela
1973).

What are some traditional sayings in your culture that teach moral
lessons of industriousness, courage in the face of adversity, and other
valued personality traits?

Sacred and secular traditional narratives, or folklore , convey important
lessons about a people’s philosophical and ethical principles. The power of the
stories comes partly from frequent repetition and social validation. Their power
also lies in the artistic and aesthetic appeal of dramatic episodes and heroic
characters. The lives of ordinary people can be told and retold, making them
larger than life and giving extraordinary meaning to ordinary events. The
Philippine narrative that opened this chapter, for example, teaches lessons
about the negative consequences of greediness. (See Chapter 15 , The Arts,
for detailed discussion of proverbs, folklore, and narrative.)

folklore

Texts that relate traditional stories, the exploits of
cultural heroes and characters handed down from
generation to generation.

Narratives can also be used to criticize someone’s behavior by repeating stories
whose moral lessons are known by everyone in the community. For example,
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Western Apaches use the telling of “historical tales” about past events that had
negative consequences to “alarm and criticize social delinquents . . ., thereby
impressing such individuals with the undesirability of improper behavior and
alerting them to the punitive consequences of further misconduct” (Basso 1990,
115). The tales are aimed at particular hearers in the group who come to
understand that the message in the story is directed at them. They are thus
encouraged to think about their behavior and hopefully to profit from the lesson
by changing their ways.

Learning Behavioral Expectations

In addition to training for their social acceptance and future occupations,
children need to learn how to behave when interacting with other people.
Children acquire appropriate social expectations and behavior by observing their
elders in the household and community. Because language is a key feature of
human interactions, children need to know when not to speak, when to speak,
and what to speak about. They learn rules of authority and deference. They see
how decisions are made, whose voices are heard and whose are silenced, who
may exert authority over whom, and who must defer to whom. Children learn
the ways in which differences of age, gender, and social standing influence the
behavior of others and mold their actions and speech. Through trial and error,
they understand what behaviors are appropriate because they are corrected,
reprimanded, or punished for transgressing social rules. Children also learn
important lessons about social privilege, because they see that certain people
are occasionally permitted to violate social norms whereas others are not.
These are powerful lessons children learn informally and through which they
construct themselves as social individuals with specific social identities (see the
Case Study).

The telling of stories of personal experience is a pervasive means of conveying
attitudes, values, and behaviors to children (Miller and Moore 1989). As
children hear stories told by adults around them, they learn about the kinds of
experiences that people in their societies have, the kinds of interpretations that
people give to their own and others’ behavior, and the kinds of expectations that
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they develop about their own lives. As children begin to tell their own stories,
their lives become part of the narrative history of their families.

Rules of politeness, deference, and status are often inculcated in children
through language, through how people speak to them and how they are
encouraged to speak.

Case Study Language and Social Interaction in
Japan
A study of child-rearing and language-socialization practices in Japan reveals
how children learn culturally appropriate patterns of interaction. Omoiyari, or
empathy with others, is prized in Japan (Clancy 1986). People are socialized to
be sensitive to each other’s feelings, attitudes, and needs. They learn to
express their own opinions indirectly and ambiguously to avoid conflict and to
interpret other people’s intentions and opinions from surface clues.
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ADULT:
“Are you eating something? What is in there?”

CHILD:
[No response]

MOTHER:
“I wonder what could be in there. Older sister is asking: ‘What is in
there?’”

Japanese caregivers instill the virtues of politeness and attentiveness toward
others. Adults often explicitly classify behaviors as acceptable or deviant. They
correct children’s behavior by emphasizing the wishes of other people,
especially elders, relatives, or people of higher social status.

In the following exchange, documented in Patricia Clancy’s study (1986) of
Japanese families, a mother chastises her child for not responding to another
adult’s questions:

[The child, age 2 years 1 month, is pretending to eat food from a toy dish.]
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CHILD:
“Pudding.”

MOTHER:
“Isn’t it strange to do that kind of thing, if you eat a plate? No one
eats plates, do they? Who eats plates?”

CHILD:
“Maho [child’s name] (eats) this.”

The mother repeats the question, this time in the name of Patricia Clancy, whom
she refers to as “older sister” to emphasize the child’s kin-like obligation to
answer the question. Aware of her place in a network of social responsibilities,
the child responds.

Because Japanese culture highly values the expression of accommodation and
agreement and the avoidance of overt conflict, children are taught to comply
with the wishes of others, regardless of their personal inclinations. One mother
responded to her two-year-old’s refusal to lend a toy to a younger child by
admonishing him:

“Do you say ‘No!’? You must lend one to Hirochan, saying, ‘Help yourself.’ The
baby is cute/lovable, isn’t he?”

Not only is the mother teaching her child to give in to the wishes of another, but
she is also instructing him to make an outright offer of the desired object.
Whatever her child’s inner feelings, she asks him to agree with her praise of the
baby. The mother thus teaches her child that complying with another person’s
wishes is more important than expressing one’s own feelings.

As in all cultures, certain behaviors are considered appropriate, whereas
deviations from them trigger negative reactions. Japanese mothers often give
exaggerated responses to a child’s nonconformity:

[The child, 2 years 1 month, was playing hostess and suddenly began
pretending to eat one of the toy dishes.]
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MOTHER:
“You’re eating it? Like a beast. It’s scary. I don’t like it. It’s scary, like
a monster. I hate monsters.”

Here, the mother is essentially saying that violating social norms is “scary” and
that people who behave in such ways are hated. This is an important lesson,
powerfully transmitted, because it threatens a child’s sense of security.

Societies function on the basis of implied principles of consensus and the
restraint of conflict. People need to agree implicitly that the open display of too
much conflict may be socially disruptive and would impair the cohesion
necessary for the viability of groups. This is perhaps most true within families,
but it is fundamental to any community.  Read the Document on
myanthrolab.com

Age and Gender Socialization

Through their socialization, children learn that people’s rights and obligations
differ depending on their status and the kinds of roles they perform. The term 
status  refers to one’s place in a hierarchical social order. The factors that
determine status vary in different societies, though age and gender are common
in most social systems. Older people usually are granted more respect and
deference, and children generally have little social standing. In some societies,
women and men have relatively equal status, whereas in others, one gender
has higher standing. Other factors that may contribute to social status in a
particular culture include class, race, ethnicity, and religion.

Social status is a factor within families as well. In familial interactions, children
first become aware of different categories of people based on such
characteristics as age and gender. In a society stratified by age, gender, and
other factors such as class, race, and ethnicity, a child eventually learns that
social rights are unequally distributed, that certain types of people have more
rights or powers than others. Unequal status within families, then, is a reflection
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of and reinforces inequality in the larger society. People must learn as children
how to order themselves hierarchically as adults. As onlookers and participants,
children observe the varied interactions among family members. They formulate
conceptions of themselves and of their place in the world according to cultural
models that are enacted daily in their households.

Age
On the basis of age, children have restricted rights and limited ability to control
others or even to protect themselves from other people’s control. Children’s lack
of power is shown in several ways. First, they rarely contribute to group
discussions related to community activities. In families, there is variation from
culture to culture and from family to family. In some societies, it would be
unthinkable for children to have a say in family decisions, whereas in other
societies they might contribute significantly, especially if the discussion relates
to an activity that affects them. Older children are more likely to have their
opinions heard than younger children.

Second, children’s behavior is more directly constrained than is that of adults.
As part of the socialization process, children may be verbally reprimanded or
physically punished when they violate rules of cultural appropriateness. This
process teaches them that some people have the right to comment on and
control the behavior of others. The right of some to control others is one of the
earliest lessons children learn.

Third, children have fewer and more restricted conversational rights than adults.
For instance, children may be unsuccessful in getting the attention of adults,
particularly when the adults are engaged in conversation and interaction with
other adults. In a study of middle-class American families, Ervin-Tripp,
O’Connor, and Rosenberg (1984) found that when children age 2 to 4½ years
tried to get the attention of someone already involved in conversation, they were
unsuccessful 94 percent of the time. Older children, age 4½ to 7 years, fared
somewhat better but still met with a failure rate of 79 percent. Adults also often
interrupt children. Although our cultural stereotypes portray children as talkative
and interruptive, laboratory and natural observations of familial interactions

356



demonstrate just the opposite (Gleason 1987). The gender of adults and
children is a significant factor in interruption. Research showed that fathers
interrupted children more than did mothers, and both parents interrupted
daughters more often than sons. Children replicate this gender-differentiated
pattern quite early. In a study by Anita Esposito (1979) of children (from 3½ to
4½ years of age) who were observed in male–female encounters, boys
interrupted girls twice as frequently as the reverse.

status

The position or rank that one occupies in a group or
society that carries certain role expectations.

Conversational power is also displayed in the context of giving and receiving
commands or instructions. Giving commands is indicative of social rights to
control others, and the way in which commands are stated also can signal
relative social standing. Imperatives (“Sit down!” or “Close the window!”) assert
power overtly, whereas indirect expressions, questions, and statements of
rationales soften the speaker’s control and acknowledge the other person’s
feelings (“Why don’t you sit down?” or “Would you please close the window?”).
Studies of parent–child interactions indicate that adults consistently issue more
commands to children than they receive. Gender difference is manifested in the
type of command. For example, Gleason (1987) found that in a study of middle-
class urban families, fathers gave imperatives twice as often as did mothers. A
total of 38 percent of all fathers’ utterances were overt commands. In contrast,
mothers tended to make requests with polite constructions and questions.

In addition, some fathers socialize sons into competitive behavior by adding
threats or insults to direct imperatives. Commands such as “Don’t go in there
again or I’ll break your head” and references such as “wise guy” or “nutcake”
were sometimes addressed to sons. These encounters no doubt serve as
training grounds for boys when they interact with other boys in competitive

357



displays and challenges. Later, when they become parents, they may reproduce
the same hierarchical status system with their children.

Gender
Gender  is a basic aspect of a person’s individual and social identity. Children
are socialized into their gender identity  from the earliest age, beginning
immediately after birth. Girls and boys may be treated differently and spoken to
differently from the very beginning of life. Studies in child development indicate
that parents and other caregivers in the United States interact differently with
boys and girls. These studies indicate general patterns within populations, but
they do not predict any particular interactions between parents and children.

gender identity

The way that people think about themselves in terms of
their sex, or how they present themselves as men or
women.

All societies have enormous variability about expected norms and behaviors.
However, research indicates that parents in the United States interact more
physically with boy babies than with girls, for example. Boys are held, touched,
and stimulated more, a pattern that helps them develop stronger muscles and
motor behavior. Boys are also handled more roughly than girls. In addition,
when boys fuss, parents pay more attention to them than they do to girls.
Through these modes of interaction, boys learn to seek attention because they
get attention, whereas girls learn to satisfy their own needs (Ember 1981).
Fathers in particular tend to handle their sons more roughly than their
daughters. As well, boys tend to be physically punished more than girls,
especially by their fathers.
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Research on expressing aggression suggests cross-sex permissiveness on the
part of parents—that is, fathers may permit more aggression from daughters,
and mothers may permit more aggression from sons. This pattern may
encourage aggressiveness in boys. For example, physical punishment of boys
by fathers could result in increased anger, but because sons cannot turn their
anger toward their fathers, they displace it in aggressive behavior toward
peers. In addition, mothers’ greater tolerance for aggression in their sons may
increase a boy’s aggressive behavior.

Studies also show that girls spend more time playing at home than do boys.
They are, therefore, under more adult supervision and are more likely to take on
household chores, including helping to care for younger siblings. In contrast,
boys interact more with peers. These patterns may also affect aggression. A
child is likely to defer to adults and nurture younger children. Girls are more
likely to develop these personality and behavior characteristics, therefore,
because of their patterns of interaction at home, whereas boys develop more
aggressive behavior because of their patterns of interaction both at home and
with peers.

In both cases, certain human behaviors are likely to be encouraged and
developed (aggression in boys, nurturance in girls) and others inhibited
(aggression in girls, nurturance in boys). Patterns of treatment and interaction,
therefore, help to mold a child’s personality to conform to cultural norms.
Females and males are born, but girls and boys (and women and men) are
products of enculturation.

Gender Identification
Gender identity is marked in many ways, among them dress and body
decoration. A common example is dressing baby boys in blue and baby girls in
pink. Clothing styles, hairstyles, and the wearing of jewelry are other visual
markers of gender. External modifications of the body are powerful, repetitive
indications of one’s gender identity and gender differentiation in one’s society.
Changes in cultural notions of gender may be reflected in changing habits of
dress and body ornamentation.
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How are clothing styles, hairstyles, and jewelry used to challenge gender
stereotypes in North America and Europe today?

Naming conventions are nearly universal means of distinguishing males and
females. Most cultures bestow different names for boys and girls. In American
English, only a handful of names are ambiguous for gender. Some of these, like
Leslie and Dana, are older in the language, whereas others, like Kim and
Tracey, are newer. Some names that may be used for both males and females
have spellings that differentiate the sexes: Frances for girls, Francis for boys;
and Sydney for girls, Sidney for boys. English names for girls may refer to
flowers (Rose, Iris, Lily), months of the year (April, May, June), and moral
virtues (Prudence, Hope). Boys, in contrast, are rarely named for objects or
abstractions. Certain sounds in the names also differentiate the genders:
English girls’ names often end in vowels, whereas boys’ names rarely do.
Finally, girls’ names may be derived from boys’ names by addition of “feminine”
endings, such as -a, -ine, or -ette—for example, Paula, Pauline, Paulette. This
process can apply idiosyncratically to any male name, although some are more
common than others. The only male name that is derived from a female name is
Marion (note the difference in spelling for the girls’ name Marian), derived from
Mary, a name with religious significance.

Otherwise, to name a boy with a girl’s name would be considered highly
inappropriate and might have consequences for the carrier. Note, though, that
endearing or diminutive forms of some names given to girls are the same as
those used for boys: Roberta/Bobby, Geraldine/Jerry, Antoinette/Tony. In
addition, boys are more likely to be named for their fathers (John Jr., for
example) than girls are to be named for their mothers. This pattern symbolizes
and transmits the acknowledgment of kin ties through the male line.

In traditional communities in China and Taiwan, names given to boys and girls
are strongly differentiated. Chinese names function as meaningful symbolic
markers of men’s social distinctiveness and the social nonbeing of women. In a
study of naming practices in Hong Kong and Taiwan, Ruby Watson (1986) found
that both girls and boys are given personal names based on literary sources,
events occurring near the time of the child’s birth, or a wish for the child’s future.
However, boys’ names have positive or prestige implications, whereas girls’
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names more often have negative meanings. For example, an eldest boy might
be called “Eldest Luck,” but a second or third girl might be named “Too Many”
or “Little Mistake.” Names with these meanings are not given to all girls, but the
fact that the pattern exists indicates negative cultural attitudes toward females.
In addition to differences in first names, acquisition of subsequent names also
distinguishes males and females. Throughout his life, a man acquires new
names that indicate social standing in his household and community and that
confer prestige to him, such as a school name given by a teacher, a marriage
name selected when he marries, a “courtesy” name that marks economic or
social success, and a posthumous name given to honor his life.

Women, in sharp contrast, have only their personal name. Even this name is
dropped when a woman marries; rather than acquiring a new marriage name,
as men do, a woman becomes known thereafter by kin terms in reference to
her husband and children, for example, as “Eldest Luck’s wife” or “Too Many’s
mother.” In old age, a woman is simply called “old woman” by everyone except
her closest relatives. Finally, a woman’s nonbeing is forever memorialized on her
tombstone, where instead of personal, courtesy, and posthumous names, as
are engraved for men, a woman’s existence is subsumed under her father’s
surname and she is listed eternally as “Family of [father’s surname].”

Chinese naming patterns are consistent with traditional strong preferences for
sons. These preferences go back to ancient times and the establishment of
Confucian philosophy, which reinforced the Chinese kinship system. The
preference for sons reflects a strongly patrilineal kinship system with inheritance
rules in which wealth and property are passed from father to son. In societies
where men and women are thought of as equally valuable, parental preferences
for girls and boys may be personal but are not generally imbalanced in the
society as a whole. In some societies where people trace their descent and
inheritance through women, girls may be preferred. For example, among the
Mohawks and other Iroquois nations, parents preferred girls to maintain the
family line, which in Iroquois culture descended through women. However,
children of either sex were equally welcomed and nurtured. The Mohawk
pattern of preference was not, therefore, the mirror image of many societies’
desires for sons. In numerous cultures, girls are routinely neglected and
abused, even killed, because of intense preferences for boys, whereas there
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are no reported cases of cultures where boys are neglected and abused
because of preferences for girls.

Boys and girls learn their future identities as men and women by observing their
parents and other household members. They see how men and women treat
one another, what they say about one another, and how they respond to one
another. They come to understand whether men and women contribute equally
to group discussions and decision making. They also see the kinds of work that
women and men perform. Through these observations, children absorb attitudes
about themselves and about their own worthiness as they prepare for their
rights and responsibilities as adults.

One of the ways that children acquire models of gender and social relations is
through participation in family interactions. Research conducted by Elinor Ochs
and Caroline Taylor (1995) focused on 100 dinnertime conversations among
family members. Ochs and Taylor analyzed the content of the conversations,
looking especially at which family members introduced the stories, whose
activities were discussed, and who commented on the actions described. They
found that a majority of the stories were characterized by what they called a
“Father knows best” family dynamic in which “father is set up to be primary
audience, judge and critic of family members’ actions, thoughts and feelings” (p.
99). A majority (60 percent) of the stories focused on the activities of the
children, whereas mothers were central in 23 percent of the stories and fathers
featured in 19 percent. Because children’s activities made up most of the
narratives, they became the focus of comments and evaluations by parents.
Thus, children’s actions and thoughts were most open to others’ scrutiny,
whereas fathers were talked about the least, making them the least vulnerable
to evaluation. Children rarely selected the topic of conversation. They
introduced only about one-third of the stories about themselves. Instead,
parents (especially mothers) focused the narrative on the child’s actions, which
could be seen as reinforcing children’s lack of privacy and control over
information about themselves and the scrutiny of others. Stories were told about
children for the fathers’ hearing, thereby setting up the father as the “family
judge” with the right to evaluate others.
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The narrative dynamics of this conversation subtly teaches these children their
gender roles and status. Children are socialized into the ideology of unequal
gender relations, both because they witness their parents’ behavior and
because they are chosen as central characters motivating the drama.

In most societies, there is strong pressure on people from early childhood to
conform to the gender roles and expectations of their community and to adopt
the gender identity deemed appropriate for them. However, in most societies
some individuals choose a gender identity different from their biological sex. And
societies differ as to whether such individuals are respected and their choices
are validated or whether they are ostracized. See Chapter 10 , Gender, for a
case study on Two-Spirits, people who choose alternative gender identities.

Rites of Passage

Enculturation also occurs in linking activities between individuals, represented by
their families and their community. Religious teachings and participation in ritual,
for example, are powerful means to convey social and ideological principles to
children. Myths and folktales transmit practical knowledge, historical
information, and symbolic meanings as they are recounted in the informal
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settings of home and community as well as in the formal contexts of church and
school.

What are some examples of initiation rites and other rites of passage in
the United States?

In many societies, children undergo critical rites of passage  as they move
from the social role and status of child to those of adult. Other rites of passage
occur at other life transitions, such as birth, marriage, and death, which are
discussed further in Chapter 14 . In the process of preparing for and
undergoing rituals marking the transition to adulthood, children may be taught
practical arts associated with their future roles. They may also be instructed in
knowledge necessary for their roles as parents and spouses, learning their
responsibilities, obligations, and rights.

rites of passage

Rituals that mark culturally significant transitions
throughout the life cycle, including birth, puberty,
marriage, and death.

initiation rites

Rituals that mark a person’s transition from childhood to
adulthood.

Certain types of rituals and teachings have particular effects on molding the
personalities and identities of children approaching adulthood. For example, in
many African societies, as well as in Aboriginal Australia, boys undergo intense,
prolonged, and frightening initiation rites  as they approach manhood. The
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rites are held for groups of boys of the appropriate age once in several years
(the number of years varies from culture to culture). The boys are taken out of
their settlements and are subjected to weeks, months, or even years of
instruction and preparation for their roles as men. These rites exemplify certain
widespread stages: separation from their home communities, liminality or
transition from one social role to another, and reincorporation into their
communities in a new status or role.

Among the Kpelle of Liberia, groups initiate boys into a men’s secret society
called Poro. Initiations occur sporadically, perhaps once every ten or fifteen
years. Boys are brought from their communities to an isolated bush area for
four years. During this time, they are instructed in the knowledge and skills—
farming techniques, methods of house building, and craft specialties—needed to
function productively in Kpelle society. They also learn various dances, songs,
and traditional histories. Finally, they learn how to behave appropriately and how
to act with elders and chiefs (Gibbs 1965). Social messages are reinforced by
beatings and verbal harassment. Kpelle girls are initiated into a comparable
society, called the Sande. Both Poro and Sande have complex functions that
affect every aspect of Kpelle life, including their social organization, economies,
and political and jural systems, in addition to religious and ceremonial domains
(Erchak 1977). In the context of education and training, Poro and Sande “bush
schools” have primary socialization functions because “the character-molding
and enforced conformity learned in these schools shapes the behavior of young
Kpelle and weeds out deviants” (Erchak 1977, 61).

A number of physical changes are imposed on boys during their initiation,
including circumcision and scarification. Scars formed from cuts made on a
boy’s back and chest are permanent, visible signs of adult status. Such scars
are said to be the teeth marks of a “Great Masked Figure” who embodies a
mythic spirit believed to eat the boy at the beginning of the initiation process.
According to Kpelle beliefs, a boy dies when he enters the initiation camp and is
reborn when the Great Masked Figure disgorges him. He then receives a new
name signifying his new status. A boy’s childhood name is never used
thereafter. Boys who go through their initiation collectively form strong emotional
and social bonds with one another. They learn to identify and empathize with the
actions and needs of men in their own age cohorts with whom they have been
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associated in their periods of seclusion and transition. As well, they develop
strong bonds of mutual assistance, interdependence, and loyalty that last
throughout their lifetimes.

In contrast, some Native American peoples of the North American Midwest and
Plains sent young boys (and sometimes girls, too) on lonely, individual quests
for visions when they neared adulthood. The overt purpose of the vision quest
was the acquisition of a personal spirit guardian who comes to the lonely seeker
after periods of isolation (typically four days) in the woods or on the plains.
During the quest, the seekers abstain from food and sleep. Guardian spirits
thus acquired form a lifelong relationship with the seekers, coming to their aid in
visions and dreams and imparting knowledge and comfort.

In addition to the spiritual lessons learned, children also learn the important
lessons of endurance, self-control, self-reliance, and courage necessary to
survive in harsh conditions. Through their experiences, children learn that they
can endure the deprivation of food, water, and sleep. They also learn emotional
resilience through the knowledge that they can survive loneliness and fear.
These physical and psychological strengths are necessary for survival in
nomadic societies where resources are occasionally scarce and difficult to
obtain and where weather may be life-threatening.

In many societies, children’s initiation ceremonies include instruction in secret
ritual and lore. In the Amazon, Australia, and some cultures of central and
southern Africa, boys are taught sacred songs that they are told never to reveal
to anyone, especially to women and uninitiated children. These rites symbolize
the segregation of the genders, fundamental to their society’s economic and
social roles. The selective transmission of knowledge defines and reinforces
gender identity.

Schooling

In many societies, children’s enculturation takes place in formal settings of
school, where children are taught explicit lessons to instill practical and
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intellectual knowledge. In early societies, children of the elites (especially boys)
were sent to schools to learn the responsibilities and practical applications of
their future administrative or political roles. In early literate societies, elite
children were taught to read, write, and do mathematics.

Case Study The Education of Aztec Children

The Aztecs developed a large, complex, and wealthy urban society in the Valley
of Mexico beginning in the thirteenth and fourteenth centuries. By the fifteenth
and sixteenth centuries, they controlled vast territories with more than 5 million
inhabitants (Fagan 1984).

Aztec society was organized on the basis of class, wealth, and power. The
major social and economic division was between nobles and commoners. The
ruler and the nobles owned the land and controlled its resources. Nobles also
functioned as government officials, generals, and judges. Commoners worked
the land, paid tribute in produce to landowners, performed communal labor
organized by the state, and were subject to official regulations.
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Aztecs were socialized into their various roles from early childhood. Formal
education was one of the means the state used to mold individuals to accept
their place in the social order and fulfill their responsibilities. The education of
Aztec children was of primary concern to their parents. Boys were under the
tutelage of their fathers, and mothers trained their girls. The formalized
structure of child care is revealed in the food rations prescribed for children at
different ages: A 3-year-old was given half a cake of maize, which was the
staple Aztec food, at the main daily meal; children of 4 or 5 years ate one cake;
children of 6 through 12 years had a cake and a half; and children of 13 or older
were given two cakes. Boys and girls were fed the same amounts of food
(Soustelle 1961).

At around age 3 or 4, boys from commoner families began to carry wood from
the forests and water from the lakes to their households. They accompanied
their fathers to the marketplace. Girls helped their mothers with domestic tasks.
When children were between 7 and 13 years old, they learned more difficult
tasks. Boys were taught to fish and to maneuver boats; girls helped their
mothers spin cotton, weave cloth, and grind maize into meal.

During a child’s earliest years, adults treated children with kindness and
affection, giving advice and encouragement. However, once the period of more
careful supervision began (at about the age of 3), children who misbehaved
were treated harshly. Scoldings and physical punishments were meted out to
correct errors. A child might be scratched with thorns or forced to breathe the
bitter fumes of burning chilies.

Children began formal education between ages 12 and 15. The Aztec
educational system included two tracks, one for children who were destined for
membership in the bureaucratic and elite classes, the other geared for children
of the common people. Schools called calmecacs trained the sons and
daughters of the elite. These schools were run by priests who themselves had
attended such an institution. Education in the calmecac prepared children for
the priesthood or other high-ranking positions in the state bureaucracy and
military. Physical training and hard work were instilled in the students. They
learned to use weapons and served on the battlefield, under the protection of
experienced warriors.
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Training in the calmecac was as much psychological and religious as
intellectual. Children were awakened when it was still dark and then went alone
into the mountains to burn incense and to prick their ears and legs with thorns
until they drew blood, actions that were thought to please the gods. They also
fasted frequently as a sign of their humiliation and submission to the gods and
worked on the lands belonging to the temple to which their school was
attached. According to a sixteenth-century Spanish chronicler, an Aztec father
admonished his son upon entry in a calmecac: “Listen, my son, you are not
going to be honored, nor obeyed, nor esteemed. You are going to be looked
down upon, humiliated and despised. Every day you will cut agave-thorns for
penance, and you will draw blood from your body with these spines and you will
bathe at night even when it is very cold. Harden your body to the cold. And
when the time comes for fasting do not go and break your fast, but put a good
face upon both fasting and penance” (Sahagun 1975, vol. II, 222). Children
were taught self-control and respect for others, “to speak well, to make proper
salutations, and to bow.” They learned to read Aztec pictographs and methods
of reckoning time. They read and recited poetry and oratory.

Girls who attended the calmecac were treated more leniently than the boys.
Their training was less rigorous, and they were punished less severely. An
elderly priestess taught them etiquette and to value obedience and purity of
mind and body. Their practical learning consisted mainly of becoming skilled
weavers and embroiderers. Like boys, girls also offered incense to the gods
and learned songs and stories about Aztec history. Through these oral
traditions, boys and girls acquired their identity as Aztecs and took pride in their
culture and history.

A second type of institution, called telpochcalli, provided education for children
of the commoners. Children at the telpochcalli performed physical labor,
including sweeping the schoolhouse, cutting wood, repairing ditches and canals,
and cultivating lands belonging to the school. These tasks prepared boys for
their future economic roles as laborers and for the communal work they would
have to do as commoners. Boys in the telpochcalli were also trained in the
skills of war. In fact, military training was central to the school program.
Punishments for misbehavior were sure and harsh.
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Two different gods presided over the two systems of education. The god of the
calmecac was Quetzalcoatl, who was the god of self-sacrifice, penance,
learning, discipline, and culture. In contrast, the god of the telpochcalli was
Tezcatlipoca, the god of war.

The two kinds of educational institutions and the learning they provided
exemplified the two contradictory and yet complementary strands of Aztec
philosophy. One strand consisted of the ethics of self-control, sacrifice, and
dedication to the public good; the other strand emphasized physical prowess,
hard work, and the glorification of war in the service of the state. The future
leaders of Aztec society were steeped in the cultural traditions of learning,
literature, and the arts. They were taught social graces and the burdens and
responsibilities of leadership. Punishment for misbehavior by nobles was
harsher than that meted out to commoners on the assumption that with privilege
came responsibility.

Finally, children of both sexes and all social strata attended a “House of Song”
when they were between 12 and 15 years old. These institutions, each one
attached to a temple, instructed children in the arts of singing, dancing, and
music. Led by elder men and women, the students learned ceremonial songs
and sacred narratives of the Aztecan creation and of their ancestors’ migrations
to central Mexico. Thus, Aztec education gave every child the opportunity to
learn and appreciate the history and culture of their people.  Read the
Document on myanthrolab.com

Most modern nations have universal education where all children are required to
attend school. This principle is consistent with democratic ideals that all people
can aspire to have productive, rewarding lives in their societies. However, in
practice, children have varying access to schooling in many nations. In many
countries in Latin America, Africa, and the Middle East, rates of boys’
attendance at school far exceed those of girls. Boys’ greater access to
education is reflected in statistics compiled by the United Nations on enrollment
in schools, especially at higher levels (United Nations, Statistics Division
2007). At the primary school level, girls and boys are about equally likely to
attend school in most parts of the world, although boys have an advantage over
girls in some countries with marked preference for males. At the secondary

370



level, boys’ advantage increases, particularly in the same countries. Unequal
opportunities for education result in much lower levels of literacy for women
than for men. Even in the developed world, where nearly all of the adult
population is literate, girls are somewhat more likely to be illiterate than boys,
except in Malta and the United States, where rates of illiteracy for males
exceed those for females.

Globalization

In 2007 the United Nations reported that 20–30 percent of
women in many Asian, Near Eastern, and African countries
are illiterate, a much higher figure than for men.

Throughout the rest of the world, however, illiteracy rates for women are higher
overall, and the gender discrepancy favoring men is much more marked.
Gender discrepancies in illiteracy widen in many Asian, Middle Eastern, and
African nations, where women’s rates exceed those of men by 20 percent or 30
percent (United Nations 2007). Adult literacy rates affect access to better
employment and other economic opportunities. Therefore, the consequences of
women’s educational disadvantages continue and in fact deepen throughout
their lives.

In much of the developing world, girls’ school enrollment has increased during
the last several decades, but it still falls below that of boys. For example, a
study of education in Papua New Guinea revealed that whereas about 70
percent of school-age boys were attending primary schools, only 58 percent of
girls were enrolled, despite the government’s target of full enrollment for all
children (Yeoman 1987). The gender discrepancy in education in Papua New
Guinea is the highest of all countries in the Pacific region (UNICEF 2007). Data
revealed that for every 100 boys attending primary school, only 80 girls have
the same opportunity. Girls’ disadvantage increases in secondary school: For
every 100 boys, only 65 girls attend school. A significant factor is the attitude of
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parents, especially fathers, about the status and education of women. Of
parents interviewed, 89 percent thought it important for their sons to go to
school, but only 56 percent considered education for their daughters to be
important.

Research among the Maasai, a pastoral, cattle-herding people of Kenya and
Tanzania, documented lower school attendance for girls. This pattern was found
both in traditional rural villages and in villages that researchers identified as
“modern” because the residents there had greater access to jobs outside the
pastoral sphere (Holland 1996). Perhaps counterintuitively, residents of the
more modern town were less likely to send their children to school than were
residents of the more traditional town. The primary researcher, Killian Holland,
suggested that “traditional” parents might be more intent on sending their
children to school to seek advantages that might come from schooling and
literacy, enabling them to earn incomes outside of the domestic domain. In
contrast, residents of the modern towns may realize that educational
achievement does not necessarily translate into increased income (1996, 103).
Accordingly, “this paradox has to be judged within the context of the perceived
world of the Maasai who are a people dealing with a predicament not entirely of
their own making. They see the negative aspects of education, the real social
and economic costs, and the rare benefits. Quite clearly, the Maasai are
struggling with these perspectives, each having its own cogency” (1996, 127–
28). Although people with education were likely to report that their schooling
had a positive effect on their lives, other members of their families and
communities did not generally share in this assessment. Family members were
concerned that educated children and relatives did not necessarily share their
income and did not necessarily do work that benefited the community as a
whole. One trend that is consistent, however, is the lower enrollment of girls in
school compared to boys. Many parents in both types of communities reported
that education for girls was not only unnecessary but was potentially harmful
because “education spoils girls and you get nothing in return from them” (1996,
266). Opinions included fears that educated women would marry men of their
own choosing rather than following the advice and direction of their elders; they
would leave home and not share their earnings with their families. Of course,
some Maasai men and women support the education of their daughters,
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understanding that women should have equal opportunities for advancement,
benefiting themselves and their families.

In addition to gender bias, class, ethnic, and cultural differences may also have
an effect on rates of attendance and success in school. Children from different
cultural backgrounds may have different expectations about the learning
process and about prevailing norms of interactions with others.

In Their Own Voices

Going to School in Ake, Nigeria
In this excerpt from his memoir, Ake, The Years of Childhood, Nigerian
writer Wole Soyinka recalls his impressions of school in the small town
of Ake in western Nigeria, where he grew up in the 1930s and 1940s.
Wole Soyinka was awarded the Nobel Prize for Literature in 1986.

Every morning before I woke up, Tinu was gone. She returned about
midday carrying a slate with its marker attached to it. And she was
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dressed in the same khaki uniform as the hordes of children, of different
sizes, who milled around the compound from morning till afternoon,
occupied in a hundred ways.

At a set hour in the morning one of the bigger ones seized the chain
which dangled from the bell-house, tugged at it with a motion which gave
the appearance of a dance and the bell began pealing. Instantly, the
various jostling, tumbling, racing and fighting pupils rushed in different
directions around the school buildings, the smaller in size towards the
schoolroom at the further end of the compound where I could no longer
see them. The bigger pupils remained within sight, near the main building.
They split into several groups, each group lined up under the watchful
eye of a teacher. When all was orderly, I saw father appear from
nowhere at the top of the steps. He made a speech to the assembly,
then stood aside. One member of the very biggest group stepped
forward and raised a song. The others took it up and they marched into
the school-building in twos, to the rhythm of the song.

It was an unusual song too, since the main song was in English but the
chorus was sung in Yoruba; I could only catch the words of the latter:

B’ina njo ma je’ko

B’ole nja, ma je’ko

“I am going to school,” I announced one day. It became a joke to be
passed from mouth to mouth, producing instant guffaws. Mother
appeasingly said, “Wait till you are as old as your sister.”

The hum of voices, once the pupils were within the buildings, took
mysterious overtones. Through the open windows of the schoolroom I
saw heads in concentration, the majestic figure of a teacher who passed
in and out of vision, mumbling incantations over the heads of his attentive
audience. Different chants broke out from different parts of each building,
sometimes there was even direct singing, accompanied by a harmonium.

374



When the indoor rites were over, they came out in different groups,
played games, ran races, they spread over the compound picking up
litter, sweeping the paths, clipping lawns and weeding flowerbeds. They
roamed about with hoes, cutlasses, brooms and sticks, retired into open
workshop sheds where they wove baskets, carved bits of wood and
bamboo, kneaded clay and transformed them into odd-shaped objects.

Under the anxious eyes of “Auntie” Lawanle, I played by myself on the
pavement of our house and observed these varied activities. The tools of
the open air were again transformed into books, exercise books, slates,
books under armpits, in little tin or wooden boxes, books in raffia bags,
tied together with string and carried on the head, slung over shoulders in
cloth pouches. Directly in front of our home was the lawn, which was
used exclusively by girls from the other school. They formed circles,
chased one another in and out of the circles, struggled for a ball and
tossed it through an iron hoop stuck on a board. Then they also vanished
into classrooms, books were produced and they commenced their own
observances of the mystery rites.

Tinu became even more smug. My erstwhile playmate had entered a new
world and, though we still played together, she now had a new terrain to
draw upon. Every morning she was woken earlier than I, scrubbed, fed
and led to school by one of the older children of the house.

I got up one morning as she was being woken up, demanded my bath at
the same time, ate, selected the clothing which I thought came closest to
the uniforms I had seen, and insisted on being dressed in them. I had
marked down a number of books on father’s table but did not yet remove
them. I waited in the front room. When Tinu passed through with her
escort, I let them leave the house, waited a few moments, then seized
the books I had earlier selected and followed them. Both parents were
still in the dining room. I followed at a discreet distance, so I was not
noticed until we arrived at the infant school. I waited at the door, watched
where Tinu was seated, then went and climbed on to the bench beside
her. Only then did Lawanle, Tinu’s escort that day, see me. She let out a
cry of alarm and asked me what I thought I was doing. I ignored her. The
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teachers heard the commotion and came into the room. I appeared to be
everybody’s object of fun. They looked at me, pointed as they held their
sides, rocked forward and backwards with laughter. A man who
appeared to be in charge of the infant section came in, he was also our
father’s friend and came often to the house. I recognized him, and I was
pleased that he was not laughing with the others. Instead he stood in
front of me and asked, “Have you come to keep your sister company?”

“No. I have come to school.”

Then he looked down at the books I had plucked from father’s table.

“Aren’t these your father’s books?”

“Yes. I want to learn them.”

“But you are not old enough, Wole.”

“I am three years old.”

Lawanle cut in, “Three years old, Wo? Don’t mind him sir; he won’t be
three until July.”

“I am nearly three. Anyway, I have come to school. I have books.”

He turned to the class teacher and said, “Enter his name in the register.”
He then turned to me and said, “Of course you needn’t come to school
everyday—come only when you feel like it. You may wake up tomorrow
morning and feel that you would prefer to play at home.”

I looked at him in some astonishment. Not feel like coming to school! The
coloured maps, pictures and other hangings on the walls, the coloured
counters, markers, slates, inkwells in neat round holes, crayons and
drawing books, a shelf laden with modeled objects—animals, human
beings, implements—raffia and basket-work in various stages of
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completion, even the blackboards, chalk and duster. I had yet to see a
more inviting playroom! In addition, I had made some vague, intuitive
connection between school and the piles of books with which my father
appeared to commune so religiously in the front room, and which had
constantly to be snatched from me as soon as my hands grew long
enough to reach them on the table.

“I shall come everyday,” I confidently declared.

From Wole Soyinka, Aké: The Years of Childhood, pp. 22–25. Copyright © 1981 by
Wole Soyinka. Used by permission of Random House, Inc.
Critical Thinking Question

How does this memoir highlight the perspective that formal
education is a privilege?

The Western model of education is based strongly on the authority of the
teacher-adult, question–answer interaction, and individual achievement. Many
Native American children are socialized to learn differently, however, and
especially to refrain from behavior that isolates their performance in a
competitive manner in front of peers. In a comparison of classroom behavior of
native children from the Warm Springs Reservation in Oregon with that of
nearby nonnative students, Susan Philips (1978) found that native children were
extremely reluctant to answer teachers’ questions or to speak out in class. In
contrast, in situations where they could have individual access to teachers, they
were more likely than nonnative students to seek help, initiate questions, and
engage in dialogue. The setting, not inherent interest, affected native children’s
learning.

Studies of working-class African American children in the United States and
Afro-Caribbean children in the United Kingdom reveal that the school
environment presents difficulties not experienced by middle-class children.
Reacting to the demands for conformity to school authorities (teachers and
principals) and to middle-class styles of learning and interaction, children from
working-class or racially marginalized groups often behave defiantly, insisting on
their own norms of action and speech. Sociolinguistic studies in the United
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States and Britain indicate that such children may reject middle-class standard
speech in favor of nonstandard varieties that are distinguished on the basis of
both class and race. In such communities, pressure from the peer group often
supports nonconformity, noncompliance, and nonachievement. Children who
excel in the school setting are sometimes teased, ostracized, or shunned by the
social groups of their peers (Labov 1972b; Cheshire 1982; Richmond 1986).

Given the difficulties of children from nonmainstream groups in school settings,
some educators advocate developing learning models that are more consistent
with learning styles favored by the children themselves. Research aimed at
eliciting student preferences pointed to the efficacy of cooperative learning,
classrooms where students could participate and talk about their opinions and
their feelings, a preference for teachers who expect a high level of work from
their students, and an atmosphere that is positive and nonjudgmental (Snow et
al. 1996).

Review
Enculturation takes place both informally and formally—for example,
through observation, folklore, family interaction, rites of passage (such as
initiation rites at puberty), and schooling. Children learn skills, values,
behavioral expectations, interactional norms, and role and status based
on age and gender. Through enculturation, children develop a gender
identity, which strongly affects the way they are perceived and treated in
their society.

Psychological Anthropology
Although each of us is a unique individual, anthropologists are interested in
questions of cross-cultural similarities and differences among people. Some of
these questions include the following:

1. Are there psychological differences between human populations, and can
those differences be described? What are the causes of such
differences?
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2. What are the cultural causes and consequences of psychological
variations across groups?

3. How do cultural institutions affect individual development?
4. How do sociocultural changes affect individual dispositions, and vice

versa?

The field of psychological anthropology  focuses on cultural factors in the
development of personality, people’s beliefs and responses to psychological
states, and cultural influences on perception and cognition. Although every
person is an individual with a unique character and personality, there are overall
cultural influences and constraints on the ways that each person’s underlying
nature is manifested. That is, people are products of both their internal nature
and their external experiences as members of a society and culture. Genetic
factors that contribute to people’s dispositions and feelings are modified and
channeled by their culture, by the ideas that parents and other caregivers have
about them as children, by their interactions with older and younger family
members, and by relations with peers.

psychological anthropology

A subfield of cultural anthropology that studies the
psychological motivations of behavior and the
personality types prevalent in a society.

Culture and Personality Traits

We think of ourselves as individuals with unique personalities, that is, with
particular ways of feeling, thinking, reacting, and meeting needs. People
develop their personalities partly in response to the social expectations and
cultural models of behavior to which they are exposed. Behaviors and ways of
seeing and reacting to the world then become so ingrained and so unconscious
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that people think of them as part of their nature rather than as a product of
culture. Actions and thoughts, expectations for oneself and for others, undergo
a process of naturalization  as a result of the internalization of cultural
norms. Thus, personality is, to a large extent, culturally and socially constructed.

naturalization

The process of learning and incorporating attitudes,
values, and behaviors so that they seem natural or part
of one’s nature rather than learned cultural behavior.

Personality  can be thought of as consistent patterns of thinking, feeling, and
behaving. The way we think, feel, and behave is influenced by complex
processes of interaction between innate potentials and exposure to cultural
norms and values. It may be that the concept of “personality” is a Western
cultural construct. Individuals respond to events in their lives differently. Their
perceptions, thinking processes, modes of learning, and emotional reactions are
distinct.

personality

A constellation of behavioral traits and dispositions.
Some features of personality emerge at birth, whereas
others are acquired in the process of enculturation and
psychological and cognitive growth.

Cross-cultural research in personality development suggests that cultures and
personalities form an integrated, patterned, and adaptive system, suited to the
social, economic, and political needs of societies. Put another way, people are
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molded (and mold themselves) to fit into the cultural contexts in which they live.
Different cultures encourage and reward certain personality traits while
discouraging and punishing others. Not everyone conforms to the expectations
of their society, but most people seek to act in culturally appropriate ways most
of the time. Internalized cultural values that affect personality may include, for
example, an orientation toward cooperation or competition, an independent or
interdependent self-concept, and a focus on a public or a private self.

Cooperation and Competition
Early cross-cultural research on personality tended to focus on traits such as
cooperation and competition. In all societies, people exhibit both cooperative
and competitive behavior, in different contexts. All cultures, therefore, need to
encourage the development of cooperation and competition in particular
situations among particular individuals. Behavior must be contextualized. In
addition, the labels “cooperation” and “competition” describe sets of behaviors
rather than any particular behavior. Finally, competitiveness and
cooperativeness are matters of degree rather than absolute qualities.

With these cautions in mind, studies based on experimental testing of children
from several countries and from urban and rural areas revealed marked
differences in children’s willingness to compete or cooperate in achieving tasks
(Munroe and Munroe 1975). For example, children in the United States were
the least willing to cooperate and continued to compete with one another even
when competition led to failure and cooperation would have led to success.
American children continued to compete, even after several trials when children
should have noticed that, if they had cooperated, they would have been
successful. This pattern contrasts with that of urban Mexican children, who
initially competed but then quickly caught on that cooperation would aid them all
and thus changed their strategy. Differences were noted within countries as
well: Competitiveness was more typical of urban Mexicans than rural Mexicans,
urban Israelis than kibbutz children, and urban Canadians than rural Canadians.
With contemporary global economic changes, competitive behavior in the
workplace and the marketplace has become increasingly normative. People
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who exhibit these personality traits are more likely to succeed than people who
refrain from competing with others.

In contrast, studies of traditional or preindustrial cultures from the
anthropological record indicate a common focus on cooperation. Rather than
stressing individualistic and competitive goals, these cultures emphasized the
interrelationships between people and the groups to which they belong.
Strongest links were established with one’s kin and a group focus reinforced
through child-rearing practices. Children interacted with and learned how to get
along with many different people on a daily basis. Older siblings and adults
besides their parents cared for them. They saw people engaged in group
activities, and they learned the value of cooperation. Personality traits that were
encouraged were those of communal responsibility, generosity, and even
temper. According to Ruth Bunzel, writing about the Zunis,

In all social relations whether within the family group or outside, the most honored personality
traits are a pleasing address, a yielding disposition, and a generous heart. The person who
thirsts for power, who wishes to be as they scornfully phrase it, “a leader of the people”
receives nothing but criticism. (1932, 480)

Public Self and Private Self
Cultures vary in their focus on “private self” and “public self” (Triandis 1989).
These, too, are labels that refer to sets of attitudes rather than discrete or
isolated concepts. People have notions that focus on both their private and
public selves, each coming into focus in particular contexts. Private self  is
the feelings and thoughts that involve characteristics and behaviors of the
person, whereas public self  is a person’s feelings and thoughts that involve
characteristics and behaviors of a “generalized other’s view of the self” or of the
“collective self.”

private self

One’s inner feelings and concepts of oneself.
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public self

The self that one projects in public, in interactions with
others.

Cultural notions of the private self emphasize self-actualization; cultural notions
of the public self emphasize the norms and values of the group. According to
Triandis, these divergent emphases on self correlate with societal scale and
economic systems. The private self is the focus in large-scale, comparatively
affluent societies, where individualism and personal achievement are stressed in
the context of social and economic competition. The public self is the focus in
smaller, more egalitarian societies, where collectivism and group well-being are
stressed. Child rearing in individualistic societies emphasizes personal
achievement and the value of standing out, being distinct and different. In
contrast, child rearing in collectivist societies emphasizes conformity and fitting
in with group norms, especially in public settings.

Culture and Self-Concept

Research suggests that people in different cultures have different ideas of
themselves, or self-concepts . In an influential review of research, Hazel
Markus and Shinobu Kitayama (1991) point to a basic distinction between
cultures that have an “independent” view of the self and those with an
“interdependent” view of the self. Again, these labels cover constellations of
attitudes and societal emphases rather than absolute, discrete differences. In
all societies, people have both independent and interdependent concepts, each
appropriately displayed in different contexts. Markus and Kitayama characterize
the independent self  view as a primarily Western notion of a person with
unique “dispositional attributes . . . detached from context” (p. 225). The 
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interdependent self  view, in contrast, sees the self as embedded in
surrounding context, or “self-in-relation-to-other.” These researchers believe
that the only universal aspect of self, beyond an awareness of one’s physical
body, is awareness of internal activity, such as dreams, thoughts, and feelings,
which cannot be known directly by anyone else. An inner private self results
from this awareness of “unshared experience.”

self-concepts

Attitudes that people hold about themselves.

independent self

Concepts of individuals as self-contained, independent
agents with a focus on their own thoughts, feelings, and
achievements.

interdependent self

Concepts of individuals as connected to others, related
to other people, with a focus on group needs rather
than individual inner feelings, opinions, and attitudes.

How would you describe your personality? What cultural factors
influenced the development of your self-concept as a person?

An independent view of the self is individualistic, egocentric, and self-contained,
whereas an interdependent sense of self is based on feelings of
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“connectedness” to others. In cultures where independent views of the self
dominate, people are most concerned with their own thoughts and feelings and
with their own achievements. In cultures where interdependent views of the self
dominate, one’s inner feelings, opinions, and attitudes are secondary to the
needs of the groups to which one belongs. Group and community consensus
and expression of solidarity are valued.

The Mexican immigrants participating in this Cinco de Mayo parade in St. Paul,
Minnesota, are expressing social solidarity and cultural identity through a public
event.

Interdependent views of the self are more prominent in some cultures than in
others. Related values include the importance of respecting other people’s
feelings and adjusting one’s behavior to the needs of the group. Community
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goals become personal goals as well. People ideally observe other people’s
behavior for the purpose of deducing their motives and feelings. People in
societies with interdependent views of the self express strong needs for
affiliation with others.

A person’s identity emphasizes one’s relationships and one’s membership in
groups of various kinds, including family and community. In-group and out-group
distinctions are likely to be well marked in collectivist societies. People feel
great loyalty to their own group (however defined). Self-discipline and emotional
restraint may be valued in collectivist societies, whereas self-esteem and
personal expression are valued in individualistic societies (Heine et al. 1999). In
all cultures, though, people who conform to the expectations of their society,
whether for individual accomplishments or for group cooperation, can have
feelings of self-regard because they are acting according to cultural models of
authenticity and appropriateness. Anthropological studies popular in the 1940s,
1950s, and 1960s focused on these cultural models as examples of 
national character .

national character

A constellation of behaviors and attitudes thought to be
characteristic of a modal personality type prevalent in a
particular country.

Culture and Cognition

Cross-cultural psychological research raises some important questions about
cultural impacts on styles of thinking. Although isolating any one feature as
causal is impossible, these questions can be approached from a holistic
perspective, viewing cultures as integrated systems of practices, attitudes, and
values. Studies with Inuit participants from Arctic Canada and Alaska and with
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Kpelle participants from Liberia illustrate cultural differences in the characteristic
ways that people think.

The Inuit have a highly developed ability to make spatial judgments. In tests,
participants were required to sort out the components of their environment,
separate an element from its context, and locate themselves accurately in
relation to environmental features (Munroe and Munroe 1975, 82). The Inuit
also demonstrate a remarkable memory for territorial features. Their success at
spatial tasks is consistent with the needs of their economic and settlement
patterns. In Arctic terrain, where color and shape are relatively uniform, it takes
sophisticated knowledge and judgment to discern and recall significant
environmental features. Such knowledge is critical to survival for people who
depend on migratory animals for their food sources and who relocate their
settlement sites with some frequency.

Inuit child-rearing practices encourage the development of complex spatial
abilities. Children have freedom of movement and activity, but the rules that
prohibit risky, life-threatening behavior are made clear and are applied
consistently. The Inuit language has a rich array of terms that describe location,
relations of objects to backgrounds, and relations connecting the speaker to
directions, distances, and objects in the environment (Denny 1982).
Correlations between hunting-and-gathering economies and spatial acuity are
supported by data from Australian Aborigines, who also score high on spatial
judgment tests (Segall 1979).

Recall from Chapter 4  that people classify objects and experiences
according to different principles. In one study, members of the Kpelle tribe of
Liberia were asked to sort twenty objects into categories. The objects included
five members of four categories: food, clothing, tools, and utensils (Segall
1979). Rather than sorting into these categories, however, Kpelle participants
sorted into functional groupings. For example, a knife was sorted with an
orange, a hoe with a potato. When questioned about their choices, some
commented that “was the way a wise man would do things.” In response to an
experimenter’s question, “How would a fool do it?” the participant sorted the
objects into “four neat piles with food in one, tools in another, and so on” (Glick
1975, 636).

387



Additional studies with Kpelle focused on the contextual nature of memory.
Kpelle participants had difficulty remembering objects out of context, but their
recall ability improved when they were able to classify them into functional and
experiential categories. Recall also increased when items were embedded in
folktales (Munroe and Munroe 1975, 87). In addition, Kpelle participants had a
superior ability to estimate quantities of some items but not of others. For
example, they were accurate in estimating quantities of rice, their staple food,
but not of other substances. Munroe and Munroe suggest that context-bound
thought is adaptive in small-scale preindustrial societies, where “categories and
processes of thought operate with what is immediately relevant—as culturally
defined—and this is seldom knowledge for its own sake” (p. 89).

Controversies

Is There Such a Thing as National

Character?
Research on national character attempted to elucidate personality types
prevalent in different cultures. Ruth Benedict’s pioneering work, Patterns
of Culture (1934), characterized tribal groups by what she proposed was
an overriding personality type. Working with Native American and
Melanesian materials, Benedict attempted to describe contrasting
cultures in terms of general, overriding thematic constructs. She
suggested that every culture develops a particular configuration of
behaviors and beliefs that becomes associated with specific personality
types. As illustration, Benedict labeled the Kwakwaka’wakw (or Kwakiutl)
of the North Pacific coast of British Columbia as “Dionysian” because of
their competitive economic and ritual cycles of feasting (potlatching) and
their competitive and boastful personality styles. The Zuni of the
American Southwest she referred to as “Apollonian” because of their
nonaggressive, consensus building, and conformist social ethics. The
Dobu Islanders of Melanesia were “paranoid” because of their intense
concern of being the target of malevolent witches.
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During World War II, Benedict and others attempted to characterize
Japanese society, personality, and mentality through handy
catchphrases, summed up by the title of her book on the subject, The
Chrysanthemum and the Sword (1946). Some of these efforts were an
attempt to understand Japanese motivations and actions during the war.
Studies of Japanese personality focused on the contrast, as perceived
by Western observers, between their peaceful, harmonious family life
and serene artistic aesthetic, and their violent militarism. Benedict’s work
was later criticized for reducing culture and personality to stereotypes.

Although specific personality types may be more or less favored in
different cultures, or be more or less adaptive in cultural context and
therefore more or less nurtured among children, national character
studies overgeneralized personality types and value orientations while
overlooking real differences. The concept of national character also risks
constructing an “other” that masks the similarities among people.

These studies have lost favor in anthropology. Nevertheless, the
tendency to overgeneralize and stereotype particular groups may
reemerge in public discourse and social policy. For example, racial or
ethnic profiling in criminal investigations and, most recently, in cases of
suspected terrorism, has become highly controversial.

Critical Thinking Questions
How might governments and power elites use or misuse concepts
and attributes of national character? What are recent examples of
this?

In contrast, cognitive processes that children learn in the United States stress
intellectual functioning leading to “more and more flexible and general
schemata.” This type of thinking is also adaptive. It is adapted to situations of
rapid change where people are confronted with numerous types of problems
requiring both multitasking and specialized knowledge. Studies indicate that, in
all cultures, increased formal schooling correlates with increased success in
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memory tasks involving abstract concepts and out-of-context items. Intelligence
and cognitive styles, too, prove to be adaptive.

Formal education favors decontextualized thinking, which may present
difficulties to Kpelle and other children adjusting to the demands of school
settings (Rogoff and Morelli 1989). They may find it odd to be expected to
answer questions out of context without any perceived need or functional goal.
They also may find it odd to provide information to an adult who clearly already
has the information being requested.

Review
Culture and a person’s internalization of cultural norms, or naturalization,
affect personality, self-concepts, and cognitive skills. These are all topics
in psychological anthropology. People’s personalities and cognitive skills,
though highly variable, tend to be fitted or adapted to the culture in which
they live. Examples of differences in personality traits include cooperative
or competitive tendencies, individualistic or collectivist tendencies, and a
focus on the private or public self. This is not to say, however, that
societies have a national character distinguished by an overarching
specific personality type.

Deviance and Abnormal Behavior in
Cross-Cultural Perspective
Societies differ in what is considered normal or abnormal behavior. They also
differ in the ways in which abnormal behavior is interpreted and treated.
Cultures teach people how to act appropriately in different situations. People
learn the behavior expected of them, attuned to the contexts, the people they
are interacting with, and the goals that they wish to accomplish. Most people try
to act in accordance with the expectations that their cultures teach them, and
most people do act appropriately most of the time.

Rules vary from culture to culture, so that what might be considered appropriate
behaviors when interacting with relatives, acquaintances, officials, or strangers
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in one society might be considered rude, unusual, or even “crazy” in another
society. In addition, cultures differ in how underlying psychological fears,
tensions, and conflicts are manifested. They also contrast in their ways of
interpreting people’s actions and speech as normal or abnormal and in
responding to or treating that behavior. What is considered deviance  in one
culture might be considered powerful in another.

deviance

Behaviors that violate cultural norms and expectations.

Responses to “Mental Illness”

In the United States, medical interpretations of psychological disorders have
gained great currency among experts whose opinions influence the general
population. These interpretations lead to treatments that are medical and
pharmacological. People with “problems” are advised to take drugs to alleviate
their symptoms. Drugs are developed by scientific researchers and prescribed
by doctors with increasing frequency. Although these treatments may relieve
symptoms, they may not cure underlying problems. Whatever we may think of
these modalities, however, they are an improvement over the treatment
common in Europe and the United States several centuries ago, when people
suffering from anxiety, depression, and hallucinations were isolated in asylums
where they were verbally and physically abused (Foucault 1976).

Do you know anyone who has been diagnosed with a mental illness?
What type of treatment has been prescribed for this person?

Consider this alternative response to Black Elk, a nineteenth-century spiritual
leader of the Oglalas (Neihardt 1961). Beginning when he was a child of 9
years, Black Elk experienced periods of intense anxiety and fear, followed by
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receiving visual and auditory messages from the spirit realm. These messages
were not exclusively for Black Elk but for his community. A modern American
physician-psychiatrist might diagnose Black Elk as prone to anxiety attacks or
panic disorder and hallucinations, but the Oglalas interpreted his experiences as
powerful episodes of contact with the spirit world. Rather than ostracizing,
punishing, or medicating him, the Oglalas respected Black Elk as a visionary
who could receive messages from the spirit world. Oglala culture gave Black
Elk a respected central role in the life of the community.

Research comparing the ways that unusual or deviant behavior is treated in
diverse societies uncovers both similarities and differences in specific actions
and reactions and underlying attitudes. For example, the Inuit recognize a
condition they deem aberrant, called nuthkavihak, a word translated as “crazy.”
It refers to a condition where “something inside the person—the soul, the spirit,
the mind—is out of order” (Murphy 1981, 813). Manifestations of this ailment
include talking to oneself, screaming at somebody who doesn’t exist, believing
that a child or husband was murdered by witchcraft when nobody else believes
it, believing oneself to be an animal, refusing to eat for fear one will die of it,
refusing to talk, running away, getting lost, hiding in strange places, making
strange grimaces, drinking urine, becoming strong and violent, killing dogs, and
threatening people. Although you may recognize some of these behaviors as
deviant or “crazy” in your community, others are highly specific to the Inuit
culture and environment.

Globalization

Using Western medical models, a study conducted by the
World Health Organization in 2001–2003 focused on
incidences of psychological disorders in fourteen countries:
Belgium, China, Colombia, France, Germany, Italy, Japan,
Lebanon, Mexico, the Netherlands, Nigeria, Spain, Ukraine,
and the United States. In the findings, untreated panic
attacks, phobias, and posttraumatic shock syndrome
topped the list everywhere, except in the United States and
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Ukraine, where untreated mood disorders and depression
were most prevalent. The researchers noted that culture-
specific disorders, such as attention deficit hyperactivity
disorder (ADHD), were not included in the study.

According to the Yorubas, some people are were, a word translated as
“insane.” Manifestations include hearing voices and trying to get other people to
see their source when the other people cannot, laughing when there is nothing
to laugh at, talking all the time or not talking at all, asking oneself questions and
answering them, picking up sticks and leaves for no purpose except to put them
in a pile, throwing away food because it is thought to contain juju (sorcery),
tearing off one’s clothes, setting fires, defecating in public and then touching the
feces, taking up a weapon and suddenly hitting someone, breaking things while
in a state of being stronger than normal, and believing that an odor is
continuously being emitted from one’s body. Again, some of these behaviors
have analogues in descriptions of psychosis in Western medicine.

Inuit and Yoruba reactions to people with these conditions, which are thought to
be incurable, vary with the severity of the symptoms and the danger of the
behavior to the sufferer and to others. Such people may be avoided, restrained,
or assaulted as the situation warrants. Both the Inuit and the Yorubas also
recognize certain emotional and behavioral conditions that disturb the individual
and others in the community but are not “insane.” According to Jane Murphy,
Westerners would describe many of these conditions as instances of anxiety
and depression. Inuit and Yoruba treatment theories consider these types of
ailments as curable, especially by ritual practitioners, who perform curing
ceremonies that alleviate both the symptoms and their cause. However, they
also recognize that some people cannot be cured and may suffer lifelong
emotional stress.

Finally, the Yorubas and Inuit are aware of people who simply deviate from
social norms. Each group focuses on particular aspects of inappropriate
behavior that violate their cultural rules of propriety. Yorubas call such people
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arankan, which means a “person who always goes her or his own way
regardless of others, who is uncooperative, full of malice, and bullheaded”
(Murphy 1981, 821). The Inuit word describing such people, kunlangeta,
means “the mind knows what to do but the person does not do.” In both
societies, the negative labels are not applied to people who occasionally act in
inappropriate ways, recognizing that all people violate social norms from time to
time. Instead, they are used to refer to people who repeatedly offend and
violate cultural norms, seemingly without remorse. In both societies, people who
behave in these ways are subject to informal means of social control such as
gossip, teasing, and reprimands. If their behavior continues, they may be
physically punished or even killed. And in both societies, such people are
considered social incorrigibles rather than sufferers of illness. As a result, rituals
or other treatments are not offered to them.

Culture-Specific Psychological
Disorders

Researchers have noted specific psychological disorders that occur with some
frequency in certain cultures but are rare or absent in others. Such 
culture-specific psychological disorders  are named and recognized as
aberrant behavior by members of the culture (Yap 1969). Specific reactions to
or treatments of such syndromes also may be culture-specific.

culture-specific psychological disorders

Psychological disorders that seem to occur with some
frequency in certain cultures but are rare or absent in
others.
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In American society, eating disorders such as anorexia and bulimia have
relatively high rates of incidence, particularly among young women, although
men and women of any age are susceptible. The behaviors are associated with
an exaggerated concern with weight and distorted body image. Sufferers who
might be very thin see themselves as overweight. The syndromes arise in the
context of cultural obsessions with appearance, especially for women, and an
obsessive fear of gaining weight, which are linked to emphases on youth and
fear of aging. Most Americans do not become anorexic or bulimic in avoiding
weight gain but are sympathetic with those who do, because of shared cultural
images. Some researchers argue that the majority of women in the United
States have some form of eating disorder, even though they may not be
anorexic (Bordo 2004). In other societies, these preoccupations might appear
to be bizarre in the extreme.

In some Southeast Asian, North African, and Siberian cultures, people may
become victims of a syndrome called latah. Latah is manifested as a startle
reaction, involving trembling, involuntary sudden movements, and overreacting to
the behavior of others. People who experience latah episodes have difficulty
coping with sudden sounds or movements. They become disoriented and
extremely anxious. They may have phobic reactions toward common objects
and may especially fear worms and certain animals. Latah sufferers are
particularly vulnerable to repeated episodes after an initial traumatic experience.
People in the grip of latah usually are not violent, but they may occasionally
exhibit aggressive, even homicidal, impulses.

In the Pacific islands and in Indonesia, some people exhibit a syndrome referred
to as amok (the origin of the English expression “to run amok”). Amok is
manifested by intense outbursts of rage triggered by relatively simple
frustrations of daily life and interactions with others. Amok sufferers often have
amnesia following an episode, not remembering anything that they said or did
during the incident. Extreme cases are rare but might include generalized blind
rage. In such instances, sufferers may be forcibly restrained.
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Inuit men are more likely than women to experience “kayak fright.” They report
feelings of dizziness and paralysis, and are afraid to go out in their boats to hunt
on the open seas.

Among Algonquian peoples of northeastern Canada, people may be afflicted by
a syndrome called windigo. According to Algonquian beliefs, this disorder is the
result of possession by a supernatural being, called windigo, a cannibal spirit.
Victims of windigo manifest depression and anxiety prior to an episode of spirit
possession. Algonquians believe that windigo can lead to murder and
cannibalism if not properly treated, because the victim is in the clutches of the
cannibal windigo spirit. In traditional communities, shamans treated cases of
windigo, but if the sufferers became homicidal or cannibalistic, they were more
often put to death. Fear of possible starvation during prolonged, intensely cold
winters may be an ecological trigger to the development of windigo, given its
emphasis on eating a forbidden source (another human).

In the Arctic, Inuit may experience a syndrome called pibloktoq (or “arctic
hysteria”) that is manifested by convulsive fits, sobbing, and running around in
the cold outdoors without adequate clothing. Women more than men may be
prone to episodes of pibloktoq, especially after the death of a close relative.
Incidents of pibloktoq sometimes occur epidemically, one victim setting off the
disorder in others.
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Some researchers suggest a seasonal and physiological trigger for pibloktoq
(Wallace 1961; Foulks 1972). Incidents tend to be concentrated toward the
end of winter, when sunlight is scarce or absent and people are unable to
synthesize vitamin D, a necessary factor in the absorption of calcium. Calcium
deficiency may, therefore, be a factor leading to the syndrome and may also
result from low amounts of calcium in the Inuit diet. Another possible reason is
the disturbance of circadian or daily rhythms that influence many physiological
functions, including blood pressure, body temperature, blood sugars, and
hemoglobin levels. The rhythms are adjusted to light–dark cycles and are
disrupted by the lack of sunlight in the Arctic winters. Lack of synchrony in
physiological functioning can disturb the central nervous system, leading to
irritability and anxiety. In addition, such factors as isolation, intense cold, and
legitimate fears of starvation may contribute to anxiety and depression that are
expressed in pibloktoq.

Here is a final example of culture-specific psychological disorders: In China and
Southeast Asia, some men are gripped by koro, an intense and depersonalized
fear of the retraction or shrinking of the penis. A man believes that his penis will
retract into his abdomen, leading to death. Koro panics, which tend to occur as
epidemics, may be associated with guilt over real or imagined illicit sexual
encounters or over autoerotic thoughts or actions. They can also be triggered
by generalized anxiety or by cold. Significant historical and cultural contexts for
koro include the demands or perceived demands of sex in polygynous
households. Husbands may be uncertain about their sexual adequacy or
performance in a culture that places high value on the fathering of children to
ensure continuation through the male line.

Review
All societies have informal and formal ways of dealing with deviant
behavior. For example, people commonly apply informal social sanctions
to alert individuals that their violations of social norms are not acceptable.
People also define what behavior is regarded as mentally ill. Although
people everywhere identify certain behaviors as “insane,” some disorders
are culture-specific. Many of these disorders have physiological causes,
but each society explains them differently based on its system of beliefs
and values.
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Anthropology Applied

The Ethnobotany of Psychotropic

Substances
Since prehistory, people around the world have used medicinal and
psychotropic substances found in plants. Preserving and passing down
botanical knowledge is one of the earliest specializations in human social
organization, usually performed by shamans or other spiritual leaders or
healers. It is not surprising that humans would have embraced the use of
mind-altering substances to enhance religious or spiritual experiences or
healing effects. The study of these and other interactions of plants and
people is called ethnobotany. Medical anthropologists are also interested
in this subject. Increasingly, as shamans’ and their peoples’ ways of life
disappear, preserving and passing down ancient botanical knowledge
and the species and varieties of medicinal and psychotropic plants fall to
ethnobotanists and medical anthropologists.

Psychotropic (or psychogenic) substances, called entheogens, may be
intoxicating, narcotic, depressant, or hallucinogenic. They may be
absorbed through the skin, ingested, or inhaled. In South America,
traditional religious sacraments, healing ceremonies, and divination
involve the use of liquid or solid tryptamines derived from native plants
with high concentrations of alkaloids. Tryptamines include LSD,
psilocybin, and other powerful hallucinogens. Administered by shamans,
a drink—ayahuasca—causes hallucinations in which people, while
sweating and convulsing, see jaguars, snakes, and vivid colors (Hill
2002). Depending on the culture, ayahuasca may be used by everyone in
the community, by males only, or by shamans only.
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Tryptamines also may be administered as solids, such as ground seeds.
The Otomac use a snuff called yopo, inhaled nasally through the hollow
leg bones of birds. The Waika boil resin from the inner bark of certain
trees, which is then dried and ground for use as snuff (Balick and Cox
1996).

Transnational pharmaceutical companies and others compete for access
to these and other psychotropic and medicinal plants indigenous to
tropical rain forests. Biopiracy, stealing native plants for profit, has
become a growing concern in developing countries. Governments have
criminalized the use of tryptamine-based entheogens, even in religious
contexts. Together, these developments threaten native plants. Fearing
the loss of wild plant genomes and heirloom varieties, many
ethnobotanists work with other specialists to preserve the species on
which modern synthetic drugs are based.

Critical Thinking Questions
Why do most modern states treat tryptamines as controlled
substances? Why might it be important to preserve species and
varieties of plants?

 Study and Review on myanthrolab.com
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Chapter Summary

The Process of Enculturation
Human beings are born helpless and completely dependent on adults.
However, infants begin to learn their culture as soon as they are born. They
acquire the language of their society and learn to behave in culturally
appropriate ways. This process, called enculturation or socialization, takes
place primarily through informal means over many years.
Child rearing differs from place to place and over time. In general, a
society’s child-rearing practices are consistent with its core values. Child
rearing includes implicit messages children absorb as they observe and
interact with their family and community.
Attitudes toward children and child care change over time. In the United
States, for example, advice that medical doctors, psychologists, and
sociologists give to parents and other caregivers has varied considerably,
even in the twentieth century. The advice about how to raise one’s child is
generally consistent with the economic needs of the nation and with the
culture’s social values about family, individuality, and gender roles.

Formal and Informal Learning
Children absorb cultural values, including norms of behavior, attitudes, and
ethics, by observing how people act and hearing what they say. Sayings,
proverbs, and storytelling are powerful symbolic means of transmitting core
cultural values. Children learn how to properly interact with others by
observing their elders and interacting with peers, family members, and
people of different social roles. Children also learn their place and their
social role in their family and community. They learn that factors such as
age, gender, and status influence the rights that people have and how they
behave.
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Children are also socialized in formal settings such as schools. How schools
are organized and give instruction vary cross-culturally. Although today most
nations support universal education, children in many nations don’t all have
equal access to schooling. More boys than girls attend school, resulting in
lower rates of literacy among women. Class, ethnic, and racial differences
may also affect rates of attendance and a child’s success in school. These
differences affect people’s roles in society and their economic potential and
security.

Psychological Anthropology
Our personalities are largely shaped by environmental factors, including our
culture. Personality emerges from the interaction of nature and nurture.
Cultural differences in core values lead to differences in the kinds of
personality developed in each society. Although all cultures contain and
approve of some elements of competitiveness and cooperativeness, cultures
differ markedly in the emphasis that they place on one or the other. Many
postindustrial societies, including the United States, emphasize individuality
and competitiveness, whereas many nonindustrial societies favor the group
over the individual and value cooperation more than competition.
Differences in personality are also reflected in differing cultural concepts of
the “self.” Some cultures emphasize individual traits, experiences, and
accomplishments. Others emphasize a person’s relationships with others
and membership in groups such as families and communities.

Deviance and Abnormal Behavior in Cross-
Cultural Perspective

Societies differ in what is considered normal or abnormal behavior and in
how they interpret and treat abnormal behavior. Cultures also differ in how
underlying psychological fears, tensions, and conflicts are manifested. What
might be considered deviant behavior in one culture might be considered a
sign of spiritual power in another. Anthropologists have isolated culture-
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specific psychological disorders that seem to occur frequently in certain
cultures but are rare or absent in others.

Review Questions
1. What kinds of beliefs and practices do societies have for managing the

physical and social birth of new members? What is the relationship
between infant mortality rates and definitions of social birth?

2. What child-rearing tasks must all societies address? How do child-rearing
strategies commonly vary?

3. What are some examples of formal and informal modes of enculturation?
4. How does status and inequality within a family reflect status and

inequality within a society as a whole?
5. How are age and gender socialization reflected in naming practices?
6. What are some examples of rites of passage? What social and

psychological functions do rites of passage serve?
7. How do individuals acquire personality traits in the context of

enculturation? What are some examples of cross-cultural differences in
personal identity and self-concept?

8. What is national character, and why was it controversial as a concept?
9. What are some examples of the diverse ways in which societies deal with

deviant and abnormal behavior?
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Chapter 6 Making a Living
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Preview
What is economic anthropology?
How do the supply and availability of food force people to adapt?
How does subsistence influence the size of populations and habitation
patterns?
How does subsistence shape people’s work, social organization, and social
relationships?
What are some characteristics and examples of foraging and foragers?
What are some characteristics and examples of pastoralists and
horticulturalists?
What are the benefits and risks of agriculture as a mode of subsistence?
How can people’s subsistence strategies change over time?

 Listen to the Chapter Audio on myanthrolab.com

 Read on myanthrolab.com

Here, then is the beginning of when it was decided to make human
beings, and when what must enter into the flesh of people was sought.

And the Forefathers, the Creators and Makers, who were called Tepeu
and Gucumatz said: “The time of dawn has come, let the work be
finished, and let those who are to nourish and sustain us appear, the
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noble sons, the civilized vassals; let humanity appear, on the face of the
earth.” Thus they spoke.

They assembled, came together and held council in the darkness and in
the night; then they sought and discussed, and here they reflected and
thought. In this way their decisions came clearly to light and they found
and discovered what must enter into the flesh of human beings.

It was just before the sun, the moon, and the stars appeared over the
Creators and Makers.

From Paxil, from Cayala, as they were called, came the yellow ears of
corn and the white ears of corn.

These are the names of the animals which brought the food: yac (the
mountain cat), utiu (the coyote), quel (a small parrot), and hoh (the
crow). These four animals gave tidings of the yellow ears of corn and the
white ears of corn, they told them that they should go to Paxil and they
showed them the road to Paxil.

And thus they found the food, and this was what went into the flesh of
created people, they made people; this was their blood; of this the blood
of people was made. So the corn entered into the formation of human
beings by the work of the Forefathers.

And in this way they were filled with joy, because they had found a
beautiful land, full of pleasures, abundant in ears of yellow corn and ears
of white corn, and . . . there was an abundance of delicious food in those
villages.

The animals showed them the road. And then grinding the yellow corn
and the white corn, Xmucane made nine drinks, and from this food came
the strength and the flesh, and with this they created the muscles and the
strength of human beings.
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After that they began to talk about the creation and the making of our
first mother and father; of yellow corn and of white corn they made their
flesh; of corn-meal dough they made the arms and the legs of human
beings.

From Deila Goetz and Sylvanus Griswold Morley, The Book of the People: Popol Vuh.
The National Book of the Ancient Quiche Maya, pp. 104–05. © 1954 Plantin Press.
Reprinted by permission.

In this narrative, the Quiche Maya of southern Mexico and Guatemala account
for the origin of corn, their subsistence food and ceremonial crop, and
acknowledge their dependence on it. The Creators and Makers of earth used
this sacred food to form the flesh of human beings, thus forever linking human
substance and lives with these foods. The narrative also creates a world of
beauty and plenty, in balance and harmony, that allows people to thrive.

Economic Anthropology
This chapter looks at the many strategies, farming among them, that humans
have developed to meet their basic need for food. It also examines the cultural
implications of each of these strategies—their influence on everything from
population size to social structure. Chapter 7  continues this discussion by
examining people’s economic systems and systems of exchange.

economic anthropology

Subdiscipline of anthropology that focuses on
subsistence strategies and economic systems.

Economic anthropology  focuses on subsistence strategies and economic
systems—how people obtain their foods, meet other survival needs, and make
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their livings. Meeting survival needs requires resources and the labor and
technology necessary to obtain and transform those resources into usable
foods and goods. People, therefore, need to develop practices that allow for
efficient adaptations to their environments, adjusting their settlement patterns
and their populations to the available resources. Economic anthropologists

A woman preparing sago, a staple food, in Saidowai, Papua New Guinea.

study the ways that people organize their labor, allocate various tasks among
members of their communities, and share or distribute goods and services
within their settlements as well as with people in other communities or regions.
Specific subsistence strategies are generally associated with particular types of
social and political life. Economic systems thus influence the ways that other
cultural practices develop in order to meet physical and social needs.

Review
Economic anthropology is the study of subsistence strategies—how
people meet their basic survival needs—and how those strategies shape
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their society and culture. Basic subsistence underlies the economic
system of a society and influences every other social relationship in that
society and people’s lives.

Understanding Human Subsistence
Patterns
Everyone must eat to survive, so a fundamental requirement for any cultural
group is to feed its members. The way it does so—the way its people make a
living—influences and constrains many other cultural traits. There are different 
subsistence patterns —methods of obtaining food—each making different
use of available land and resources, each making different use of available
labor and energy, and each utilizing a different technology. Other aspects of
culture tend to co-occur with particular subsistence strategies. These include
the size and permanence of settlements that people establish, the kinds of
households that people live in, the ideas that people have about property and
ownership, and even the ways that people think of themselves and other
people.

subsistence patterns

Methods of obtaining food using available land and
resources, available labor and energy, and technology.

Two basic modes of subsistence involve finding food (foraging, or hunting and
gathering) and growing food (food production).

Foraging versus Food Production
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Our early ancestors were foragers , or hunter-gatherers. They hunted,
fished, and collected wild plants, nuts, fruits, and insects. Foraging was
humanity’s only subsistence strategy for countless millennia until about 10,000
years ago, when people living in the Middle East began to herd animals and
grow their own crops. Foragers make use of the resources growing wild in their
environment.

foragers

Peoples whose subsistence pattern is hunting and
gathering.

food producers

Users of a subsistence strategy that transforms and
manages the environment to obtain food.

People who grow crops or manage herds are food producers . They
transform and manage their environment to obtain their food. The three major
types of food production are pastoralism, horticulture, and agriculture. 
Pastoralism  involves raising and caring for large herds of domesticated
animals as primary subsistence. Horticulture and agriculture are types of
farming. Although some people still live by foraging and pastoralism, the forces
of globalization are making these ways of life increasingly peripheral. And many
people have multiple subsistence strategies based on mixed economies,
combining farming, herding, and other methods of food production.

pastoralism
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A subsistence strategy focusing on raising and caring
for large herds of domesticated animals.

The earliest farming techniques were of the type referred to as horticulture ,
which refers to small-scale farming using a relatively simple technology. Later,
intensive farming techniques, or agriculture , were developed. Today,
agriculture is often combined with industrial processes that eliminate much of
the need for human labor. These modes of food production are ideal types and
often are combined or practiced in relation to other peoples in trading
relationships. The following sections address how these subsistence strategies
work.

horticulture

A subsistence strategy that focuses on small-scale
farming using a relatively simple technology.

agriculture

A subsistence strategy focusing on intensive farming,
investing a great deal of time, energy, and technology.

Ecosystem, Adaptation, and Carrying
Capacity
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Subsistence techniques vary considerably, in part depending on available
resources, climate, and topography. They are developed to satisfy people’s
needs for food, clothing, and shelter. They must also be adapted to available
resources, water, land, and labor supply. Some areas of the world are rich in
natural resources whereas others are meager, each presenting an array of
possibilities and challenges for human populations.

The carrying capacity  of any region or environment is the number of people
who can be sustained by its resources. Carrying capacity, however, is not a
fixed number. Rather, it varies with such factors as subsistence techniques,
labor expenditure, and technological development. Some subsistence strategies
and technologies are able to extract more resources from the land than others.
This means that people can change a region’s carrying capacity by changing
their way of life. For example, the same region can generally support a bigger
population of farmers than of foragers. As farmers work harder to cultivate
more land, or develop technologies like irrigation to make their land more
productive, they can increase yields and the size of the population that the land
can sustain. At some point, however, new limits may eventually be reached,
beyond which the productivity of the land can no longer be increased and may,
in fact, begin to decline. The resulting problems are something that every
society must consider in their subsistence strategies.

carrying capacity

The number of people who can be sustained by the
resources and environment in which they live.

Globalization

Anthropologists have studied the globalization of food
choices, which are shaped by a vast and increasingly
complex global economy. In Tasting Food, Tasting
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Freedom: Excursions into Eating, Culture, and the Past
(1996), for example, Sidney Mintz explores the
globalization of sugar, tea, chocolate, and the ubiquitous
Coca-Cola.

Another factor influencing carrying capacity is the resources within an
ecosystem that people choose to exploit. People in all cultures make
distinctions between the foods that they consider to be edible and those they
consider inedible, whether or not they are actually capable of consuming them.
For example, different peoples regard different kinds of animals, insects, fish,
or plants and seaweeds as inedible or edible because of cultural attitudes.

Communities need to keep their population size within the limits of the carrying
capacity of their territory. Their adjustments to their land and resources should
be attuned to productivity in bad times in order to be able to sustain their
numbers when conditions are not optimal. Different subsistence modes entail
different kinds of strategies for adjusting population size to resources and land.

Culture as much as biology dictates the foods we choose to eat. Many foods
that most North Americans would consider unfit to eat—such as insects, grubs,
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or snakes—may be delicacies elsewhere in the world.

Many aspects of society and culture, including population density, the way
people reckon kinship, and the way they organize their communities, may
influence and be influenced by the way people feed and shelter themselves.
Thus, there are relationships between subsistence and settlement patterns,
population factors, division of labor, and other elements of culture. It is also
important to keep in mind that people engage in a variety of subsistence modes
of production, often shifting over time and interacting with people who practice
other modes of subsistence. No subsistence system functions in isolation or in a
timeless way unaffected by the forces of culture change.

Subsistence and Settlement Pattern

Subsistence strategies tend to be related to particular types of settlement
patterns. The term settlement pattern  refers to the way people distribute
themselves in their environment: where they locate their dwellings, how they
group dwellings into settlements, and how permanent or transitory those
settlements are. Foragers, for example, tend to live in small settlements that
fluctuate in size and location, depending on the seasonal availability of plants,
animals, and water.

settlement pattern

The way people distribute themselves in their
environment, including where they locate their dwellings,
how they group dwellings into settlements, and how
permanent or transitory those settlements are.

reciprocity
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Principles of mutual gift giving.

Foragers are usually mobile. They do not have fixed, permanent settlements
but, rather, move from camp to camp to secure resources in different places at
different times of the year. Pastoralists also tend to relocate their settlements
throughout the year, although their movements may be more predictable than
those of foragers. Pastoralists often alternate between two or three locations
during the year, making use of familiar available grazing lands for their animals.
The size of pastoral settlements varies significantly. Some are quite small,
numbering less than 100 people, whereas others may be in the hundreds or
even thousands.

In contrast to foragers and pastoralists, farmers often establish relatively
permanent settlements. Horticulturalists might move among their gardens and
groves or relocate to more fertile fields. Many farmers live in small, scattered
villages and may change location every generation or so when their farmland
becomes depleted of nutrients. Agriculturalists might live in large, permanent
towns or cities.

Subsistence and Population

The number of people living in a community depends on the resources available
and the strategies used to extract them. Foraging communities tend to have
relatively few people. Some may number no more than a few dozen, whereas
others may number into the hundreds. The variation in community size depends
on the scarcity or abundance of resources. In places with more resources,
larger populations may congregate; places of scarcity support fewer people. In
most foraging societies, community size fluctuates throughout the year,
depending on the availability of resources. People come together when
resources are available to support them and disperse when resources dwindle.
Food producers tend to have larger populations than foragers. The security
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afforded by producing one’s own food, along with the possibility of producing
surpluses, enables larger populations to concentrate in one settlement.

Subsistence, Work, and Division of
Labor

Different subsistence strategies involve different kinds of work, allocated to
different people. In foraging societies, most work is assigned according to
gender. In general, men do most of the hunting and fishing, and women do most
of the gathering of food from plants. However, these patterns are rarely rigid.
Instead, in practice, the roles of men and women overlap so that men may
participate in gathering and women may assist in hunting and fishing. The
stereotypical view of men as the sole hunters and women as gatherers is not
supported by actual data and practice. In farming societies, the heavy work of
clearing fields is usually assigned to men. Thereafter, there are no hard-and-
fast rules cross-culturally. In some cultures, women are the principal farmers,
whereas men are in others. Age is also a factor in allocating work. In foraging
societies, young children may contribute by gathering wild plants; in farming
societies, they may help plant and weed fields and harvest crops.
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Bedouin women of the Bani Hamida tribe in Jordan weave traditional carpets for
international trade. Weaving is women’s work in this society.

Subsistence and Social Relations

Modes of subsistence affect people’s interpersonal and intergroup relationships.
To some extent, all societies have subsistence strategies that result in greater
or lesser equality among individuals and social groups because of the way that
resources are allocated. Societies also differ in their emphasis on greater or
lesser cooperation or competition in producing and consuming resources and
placing greater or lesser value on different kinds of exchange. Exchange
patterns include reciprocity  or the exchange of goods, services, and support
between people based on mutuality and balanced value over time, and 
redistribution  or the gathering together and then reallocation of food and
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resources to ensure everyone’s survival. In addition, the economies of all
societies have leveling mechanisms —practices designed to equalize
access to food, resources, and wealth or to prevent the concentration of wealth
in too few hands, again to ensure general survival of the larger group.
Redistribution can be viewed as one type of leveling mechanism, but the degree
to which actual equality of resources results from either process varies greatly
in different societies.

redistribution

The gathering together and then reallocation of food
and resources to ensure everyone’s survival.

Review
Subsistence patterns are broadly divided into foragers and food
producers. Pastoralism, horticulture, and agriculture are three forms of
food production. People’s subsistence strategies depend in part on the
carrying capacity of the environment they occupy, which, in turn, affects
their settlement pattern, population size, and movements within a
territory. The greater the carrying capacity, the more people an
environment can support. Subsistence strategies also shape and are
expressed in people’s social relationships and systems of exchange.

Foraging
Foragers depend on nature to supply them with resources, although they need
to develop technologies and techniques to exploit those resources. Foraging
societies once existed in all parts of the world, but today very few people, if
any, remain dependent exclusively on a food-collecting subsistence strategy.
Over many centuries, foraging societies have been transformed into food
producers, either because they adopted new subsistence techniques on their
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own, in response to environmental or internal social change, or because they
were forcibly absorbed by expanding agricultural or industrial societies.

What foraging have you done? How might your practices differ if your
foraging was for subsistence rather than recreation?

leveling mechanisms

Cultural practices designed to equalize access to food,
resources, and social prestige through a community so
that no one individual can amass greater wealth or
greater prestige than other people.

Foraging survived longest in environments that have proven inhospitable to other
subsistence strategies. The indigenous foraging peoples of the Canadian and
Alaskan Arctic, for example, until recently lived off the scarce resources of a
region that is extremely cold for most of the year. At another extreme, the
indigenous foragers of the Kalahari Desert in southern Africa depended on the
limited resources of an extremely hot and dry environment. Now, however, the
indigenous people even of these regions have become enmeshed in the national
economies of the countries within whose borders they live; they no longer rely
exclusively on foraging, and most of their members have abandoned foraging
entirely. Nearly throughout the world, then, foraging has become a marginalized
way of life.

Ecological Factors

Because they depended on widely dispersed and relatively scarce resources,
most foragers were nomads . They had to travel to particular sources of food
as the food became seasonally available. In some cases, seasonal migration
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meant frequent relocations; in other cases, seasonal migration meant only a few
relocations. The more abundant and concentrated a region’s resources, the less
a foraging group had to move to exploit them. In some rare cases, such as in
the Pacific Northwest of North America, resources were so concentrated and
abundant that the people were able to live in permanent settlements. The need
of most foragers to exploit a wide variety of plants and animals added interest
and novelty to their diets and supplied a well-balanced assortment of nutrients.
Exceptions to this foraging diet included the diet of people like the Inuit, which
consisted almost exclusively of meat and fish because of the scarcity of
vegetation in the Arctic.

nomads

People who do not have permanent homes but travel to
sources of food as the food becomes seasonally
available.
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Inuit foragers developed a complex and sophisticated technology to help them
survive in a harsh environment. Here an Inuit hunter uses a dog sled team to
help him travel and carry back the seals and walrus that he catches.

To successfully exploit the resources available to them, foragers needed an
intimate knowledge of their environment. They had to be familiar with the life
cycles and properties of the plants and animals they depended on and adjust
their own migrations to coincide with their seasonal availability. In arid
environments, they also had to know where and when they could find fresh
water. This crucial knowledge was gathered from experience and transmitted
from generation to generation.

Optimal Foraging

Some researchers have suggested that human foraging behavior can be
understood through analogies with the foraging behavior of other animals
(MacArthur and Pianka 1966; Stephens and Krebs 1986). They use decision
theory to predict the behavior of “optimal foragers,” people with perfect
knowledge of their environment, of the survival benefits of particular food
resources, and of the relative risks involved in pursuing particular food
resources. Optimal foraging theory  might be used to explain why labor is
expended in certain pursuits but not in others. However, although this theory
offers some intriguing insights, it may reduce human behavior to biological
processes and ignore the intervention of culture. Cultural practices respond to
environmental constraints and develop to ensure individual and societal survival,
but they respond to cultural values and attitudes as well.

optimal foraging theory

Application of animal studies and decision theory to
human foraging.
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A common misconception is that foraging requires constant labor in the pursuit
of food. Observations of the Ju/’hoansi of the Kalahari, however, suggest that
they spent considerably less time in subsistence activities than do people living
in farming or industrial societies (Lee 2003, 56). As Table 6.1  indicates, the
Ju/’hoansi workweek—including foraging for food, making and repairing tools,
and food preparation and other household maintenance—averaged only 42.3
hours.

Although men spent more time and energy in subsistence work than did women,
women provided the bulk of the calories (56 percent) in the Ju/’hoansi diet (Lee
1982, 40). Women were more productive than men because success in hunting
is appreciably lower than success in food collecting. On average, men killed one
animal for every four days of hunting. And on average, women gathered enough
plants, fruits, insects, and nuts in a few hours’ work several times a week to
feed everyone in a camp each night.

Population Factors

Most foraging societies had to keep their numbers low to avoid literally eating
themselves out of their territories. In addition, the size of settlements—the
number of people living together—usually varied according to the seasonal
availability of resources. Generally, people tended to congregate in seasons of
abundance and disperse in smaller groups in seasons of scarcity. When families
migrated from one location to another, parents had to carry infants and small
children, yet another incentive to limit family size.

What are the implications of foraging for the accumulation of material
culture? What kinds of social relations would foraging tend to foster?

Because the availability of resources varied from year to year, as well as within
the year, the ideal population size for a foraging society would not exceed their
region’s carrying capacity in a bad year. Failure to keep population in check
could result in starvation and malnourishment, which would leave survivors with
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long-term physical and psychological damage, devastated by the loss of family
and fearful for the future.

Foragers adopted a variety of strategies to curb population growth. These
included ritually prescribed periods of sexual abstinence before, during, or after
certain ceremonies or in conjunction with cleansing or purifying rites. In addition,
women in many foraging societies (as in many other types of indigenous
societies) often nursed their children for several years. Women are less fertile
when they are nursing than when they aren’t. Reinforcing this contraceptive
effect, many foraging societies (like many societies

Table 6.1 An Estimated Ju/’Hoansi Workweek

generally) had taboos or restrictions on the sexual activity of nursing mothers.
Some indigenous peoples knew of plants and other natural substances that may
have had some contraceptive or abortive effects. Finally, when all else failed,
many societies permitted infanticide as a response to the need to limit
population growth. Taken together, these strategies could not control fertility
completely, but that was rarely a necessary goal. Rather, they helped to
stabilize population growth over time.

Social and Cultural Factors

Foraging peoples tended not to accumulate much property. For nomadic
peoples, having many possessions is a burden because they have to carry them
whenever they move. Foraging peoples were rarely interested in claiming land
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as property. Because they could not control the resources on which they relied,
ownership of land would be futile and counterproductive because it would tie
people to a particular location. Instead, subsistence based on foraging required
territorial flexibility. Ownership of land contradicts that principle of flexibility and
might potentially stifle the freedom of movement foragers needed to survive.

Case Study A Foraging Society: The Dobe
Ju/’hoansi
A close look at a nomadic foraging society provides insight into the cultural
characteristics common to many such societies. Although the specific features
of the environment and adaptation of the Ju/’hoansi of Botswana and Namibia
are unique, the cultural correlates of their social life and attitudes are like those
of other foraging peoples.

The Ju/’hoansi live in the hot, dry Kalahari Desert. The Dobe are a group of
Ju/’hoansi who, in the 1960s and 1970s, numbered about 400 and lived by
foraging in 3,000 square miles of semidesert terrain. Unlike most foraging
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peoples, who congregate in larger groups when resources are abundant and
disperse into smaller groups when resources are scarce, the Ju/’hoansi
reversed this pattern, settling around permanent water holes during the dry
season and dispersing during the rainy season when water was more available.
Although this pattern might put a strain on plant and animal resources, it was
necessary because access to water is an essential imperative for survival. Dry-
season camps generally consisted of eight to fifteen huts, housing twenty to fifty
people. Population had to be kept small to avoid straining the resources around
the permanent water holes. Rainy-season settlements, located near seasonal
and secondary water sources, varied in size from three to twenty huts (Lee
2003, 32).

Each camp had a core group of residents, usually siblings or cousins, with other
residents related by blood or marriage to members of the core group. Camp
composition was kept balanced. If a persistent imbalance emerged between
numbers of males and females, for example, some families would move to
another camp. Families would also move if the number of children in a camp
became too large for the adults to care for them.

Women’s main subsistence activity was to gather wild foods. The Dobe region
has more than 100 edible varieties of plants, roots, fruits, and nuts. Gathered
foods accounted for approximately 70 percent of the Ju/’hoansi diet. Men’s
primary subsistence task was hunting (Lee 1982, 40). Individual men tracked
and hunted small animals, but larger animals, especially antelope and giraffe,
were usually hunted by groups of men. However, gender allocation of
subsistence tasks was not rigid.

The Ju/’hoansi valued meat. It provided a more concentrated source of protein
and calories than plant food, making it important to people who expended a lot
of energy in their daily activities. Given the relatively low success rate in hunting,
meat was also a scarce resource, and scarcity contributed to its desirability.
Perhaps most important, however, meat had great social value. Whereas
gathered foods were usually consumed within the gatherer’s household, meat
was distributed throughout a camp and even among residents of other camps. A
successful hunt provided the opportunity for feasting and the display of proper
etiquette in distributing portions to kin and neighbors. As among the Inuit of the
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Arctic, the distribution of meat had great social significance, as recounted in an
ethnography of the Ju/’hoansi by Richard Lee:

In 2006, the High Court in Botswana granted the Ju/’hoansi the right to return to
their homelands in the Kalahari Game Reserve, from which they had been
expelled by the Botswana government. The woman here is celebrating that
victory.

Distribution is done with great care, according to a set of rules, arranging and rearranging
the pieces for up to an hour so that each recipient will get the right proportion. Successful
distributions are remembered with pleasure for weeks afterwards, while improper meat
distributions can be the cause of bitter wrangling among close relatives. (2003)

The Ju/’hoansi had leveling mechanisms to prevent successful hunters from
gaining disproportionate wealth, status, and authority over others. For example,
“ownership” of a kill went not to the hunter who shot it but to the owner of the
fatal arrow. Arrows were given to hunters through reciprocity—gift exchanges
called hxaro. A person could give a present to anyone and thereby establish a
relationship based on future reciprocity. When a man went hunting, he might use
arrows that he made himself as well as arrows that one or more of his hxaro
partners had given him. Prestige accrued to the arrow owner, who supervised
the distribution of meat.
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A second leveling mechanism was the practice of “insulting the meat.” A
successful hunter did not immediately bring his kill into camp. Instead, he left it a
distance outside and returned alone. He would then announce his deed and
persuade other men to come and see. When the group arrived at the kill site,
they made derogatory comments about the animal and voiced annoyance at the
hunter for bothering them with such an insignificant kill. The hunter was
expected to join in insulting the meat and ridiculing himself. The Ju/’hoansi were
well aware of the “leveling” purpose of these social rituals. An elder hunter
explained:

When a young man kills much meat, he comes to think of himself as a chief or a big man,
and he thinks of the rest of us as his servants or inferiors. We can’t accept this. We refuse
one who boasts, for someday his pride will make him kill somebody. So we always speak of
his meat as worthless. In this way we cool his heart and make him gentle. (2003)

Economic and political changes have transformed the Ju/’hoansi’s lives since the
1960s. Modern technology, wage work, and incorporation into nation states
have affected their society. Governments have taken most of their traditional
lands. These changes occurred over a relatively short time. Most Ju/’hoansi in
Botswana and Namibia today live in sedentary villages where subsistence is
based on farming and herding. Men do this work, whereas women mainly do
domestic tasks and occasionally forage for wild foods (Draper 1975, 101–03).
In addition, many Ju/’hoansi men and women are now employed for wages in
nearby towns. Some men work as far away as the gold mines in South Africa
(Lee 2003, 159–60). Many others are unemployed and live in government-
sponsored resettlement camps where, in contrast to their aboriginal self-
sufficiency, they are dependent on rations for food.

Notions of private ownership of property by individuals have become
incorporated into Ju/’hoansi ethics. Men separately own goats and cattle in
Ju/’hoansi herds. The male heads of households are also said to “own” houses,
and wealthier men are even “owners” of a village (Lee 2003, 98). Because the
property that constitutes wealth is identified more with men than with women,
men are endowed with greater status. Thus these economic changes have also
affected gender roles and values.
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Despite these changes, many Ju/’hoansi are trying to negotiate with local and
national authorities to maintain some control over their traditional territories.
Some of the most successful initiatives involve resource management plans. In
conjunction with the Community-Based Natural Resource Management office in
Botswana, Ju/’hoansi are developing programs that combine subsistence
(foraging and farming) with tourism and resource conservation (Hitchcock and
Biesele 2002). However, some groups still face difficulties attempting to remain
in ancestral lands. Their attempts have brought them into conflict with both the
government of Botswana and conservation organizations. For example, a small
group of indigenous inhabitants of the Central Kalahari Game Reserve have
been fighting their eviction from the Reserve. According to the government, the
Reserve is meant to be limited to animals and natural wildlife, not to people.
After four years of court battles, in 2010, a High Court ruling permitted the San
to remain in the Reserve but also stated that the government did not have to
provide services (including water) for people living there (Bearak 2010). Then,
in 2011, another judicial ruling mandated that, at a minimum, the government
must provide access to water for the indigenous inhabitants.  Read the
Document on myanthrolab.com

In Their Own Voices

An Inupiaq Whaler’s Wife
As elsewhere among foraging peoples, work roles among the Inuit and
Inupiaq of Arctic Canada and the United States were generally allocated
according to gender. Men were the primary hunters, whereas women
collected birds’ eggs, fished, cooked, made clothing, and performed
other domestic tasks. However, among some Arctic peoples, daughters
as well as sons learned to hunt (Blackman 1989; Bodenhorn 1993).
Inuit families hoped for at least one son and one daughter who could fulfill
the complementary subsistence tasks associated with each sex. In
Alaska, families sometimes adopted children to balance the size and
gender composition of their households (Bodenhorn 1988). Alternatively,
parents with only boys or girls might train one child to do both men’s and
women’s tasks (D’Anglure 1984). Because of their knowledge of the full
range of Inuit subsistence skills, these individuals were valued as
spouses.
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Inuit villagers from Kaktovik, Barter Island, Alaska, participate
communally in hunting, butchering, and distributing the meat from a
bowhead whale.

In Alaska, whale hunting often involved a crew of men working under a
leader, called umialik, who owned a boat and hunting equipment and
recruited the crew. The men in a whaling crew were a cohesive social
group, forming relationships with one another that were second in
closeness only to those with their families (Spencer 1984).
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Sadie Brower Neakok was an Inupiaq woman living in Barrow, Alaska.
She died on June 18, 2004, and was praised in the U.S. Senate for her
work as the first woman to serve as a magistrate in the state of Alaska.
Daughter of a native mother and an Anglo father, she was raised in both
traditional and nontraditional ways. From her mother, Sadie learned to
hunt and fish. And from her father, a whaler, she learned the
importance of education in the “outside” world. Sadie grew up to be a
social worker and magistrate in Barrow. She married an Inupiaq man
and accompanied him on hunting trips. In this excerpt from her life
history, Sadie Brower Neakok: An Inupiaq Woman, Sadie describes
women’s contributions to whale hunting.

Being a whaler’s wife is just as much work as preparing to go out with a
crew. You have to see that they all have warm clothing. So your husband
buys all the fur. In the olden days, it was caribou hides, ruffs, fur socks,
fur pants. We didn’t have down clothing, so everything was made out of
caribou hide or reindeer hide and sealskin for waterproof boots. New
clothing is made every year because it’s tradition.

If you want a good skin on your husband’s boat, you have to hire several
women to sew together six or seven ugruk hides with waterproof seams
and stretch them over a frame. . . . The sewers also have to know how
to make the thread; it’s braided from caribou leg sinew, and then the part
where you put the needle [i.e., eye of the needle] is made from the back
sinew.

Nate [Sadie’s husband] has been a whaling captain for quite a while. And
in his time, I guess he has gotten about five whales. The last one was in
1984. And you could see him cutting it up, measuring it for the various
parts that go to certain people.

The fluke area is for the whaling captain, and then there’s a belt of about
eighteen to twenty inches wide, which is for the captain’s pleasure. It’s
up to the captain whether he wants to sell it; he talks with his crew
whether they want a share of it for their own consumption or to sell it.
And the captain’s part is set aside by itself, to give to people at the
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whale catch celebration—Nalukataq time—and Thanksgiving and at
Christmastime. We cut it up in thirds for all the people. That’s a lot of
work, cutting it up. You have to feed the whole town; that’s the custom.

Everybody enjoyed our whale. There are so many people in town now—
even our whites have acquired the taste of fresh maktak and meat, and
they mingle in with our people—and feeding some three and four
thousand in one day out of that whale, by 10:00 P.M. we were all in.

Then you do it all over again at Nalukataq time. You have to cut up meat
and maktak and put it into containers to age. You cook the heart, and the
kidney, and the intestines at Nalukataq time. Oh, it’s a lot of excitement
when it happens. Then there’s the blanket toss and the dances, but it’s
not like the old days anymore. People didn’t work in those days when I
was young. Now we have to wait till everybody gets off work to serve
our big portions of whale. It starts at five.

As far back as I can remember, in the old tradition, women were out
there on the ice with the men. They could go out and hunt with the
menfolk; they would cook for them, or sew, or tend to their men’s needs
out there. But we are shying off from that today. There’s not very many
women who would go out and stay out there, but Nate gives our girls a
chance to be out there.

When you’re a whaling captain’s wife, your part is just as important as
the men’s because you’re entrusted with keeping your husband’s
crewmen out there comfortable and fed. You’re in charge of all their
care, preparing their food. . . . When the boats start chasing a whale, all
you do is just listen to see who is catching it. It gets so exciting, like you
are inside of the boat yourself. It’s an exciting event when your crew gets
a whale, a lot of work, but when all the women’s work of feeding the
whole town is done, then you feel like you have shared in the whale
catch.
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From Margaret Blackman, Sadie Brower Neakok: An Inupiaq Woman, pp. 209–16. ©
1989. Reprinted by permission of the University of Washington Press.
Critical Thinking Question

What does Sadie Brower Neakok’s story suggest about the work
roles of Inupiaq women and men?

Social etiquette in foraging societies was often based on the principle of
communal sharing. Sharing the meat of large animals was a critical way of
distributing resources and making sure that everyone in the community had the
same chances of surviving. People in foraging societies depended on one
another in times of need, and sharing food is a way of symbolizing community
interdependence just as it ensures everyone’s well-being. In such societies,
people understood the needs of others to be just as important as their own
needs. What is good for all is good for each one. They also understood that the
people whom they help feed one day might help feed them the next.

Most foraging societies were characterized by social equality. Foragers
generally believed that all people have equal rights to resources, equal rights to
social respect and prestige, and equal rights to a decent standard of living. In
foraging societies, there was usually little differentiation among families in terms
of possessions, wealth, housing, and equipment. Similarly, there was usually
little differentiation among people in terms of social standing except as a
reflection of individual differences in intelligence, skill, and personality. Only a
few foraging societies had significant distinctions of wealth and social standing.

Finally, in many foraging societies, people had religions that included the belief
that animals, plants, and some objects had souls similar to the souls of human
beings, a constellation of beliefs referred to as “animism.” Animals were
understood to be capable of thought and speech. Foraging peoples also
performed rituals aimed at securing successful hunting.

Land, Labor, and Production in Foraging
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Societies

In most foraging societies, land and resources were generally available to all
members of the group. A “group” might be defined as a family, a larger kin
group, a local community, or a dispersed population that considered themselves
the legitimate inhabitants of a particular territory. Each type of group tended to
have certain territories and resource sites that its members utilized on a
repeated basis, following usually unstated customs. Everyone acknowledged by
tacit agreement everyone’s customary rights to a usual territory. Individual
control or ownership of land and resources was absent, but kin groups or a
recognized social group might claim land or expect that their rights to land and
resources would prevail. Adjustments in the balance among people, land, and
resources were made informally.

Although foragers usually had open access to land, they might allocate certain
key resources to specific groups. For example, among the Ju/’hoansi of the
Kalahari, water is the scarcest and most valuable resource. Water holes were
owned or controlled by two or three individuals related through kinship (usually
siblings or cousins). Owners held access to water holes, but they were not the
exclusive users. Other people might make claims to the water through their
relationships to the owners, either by blood or by marriage. Individuals who
needed access to water owned by relatives made a direct request. When a
claim was made, access had to be granted. Therefore, although in principle only
a few people owned the water holes, the rights to use the water were widely
dispersed throughout the community. No one was left without the right to have
water, an obvious necessity for survival.

Similarly, among Native American foragers of California, such as the Wintus,
Yokuts, Maidus, Yanas, and Miwoks, separate kinship groups owned acorn
groves. The acorns and their products were important food staples. However,
ownership did not entail exclusive usage rights. If another group of people
entered one’s territory and came upon one’s acorn groves, it was customary for
them to ask formal permission of the owners before exploiting the resource.
Formal requests for permission to use one’s acorn groves had to be granted.
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The asking and granting of permission was automatic but symbolized one
group’s right to ownership and the entire community’s reciprocal
interdependence.

As another example, among foragers of the Pacific Northwest, salmon were the
primary and most prized food resource. Particular kin groups owned streams
where salmon spawned. Such groups also owned berry patches and other
abundant food sites. Members of the kinship group who claimed them and were
acknowledged as owners exclusively exploited the salmon streams and berry
sites. However, as you read on, you’ll learn that the fish and fruit were
distributed in a much wider network that included many families belonging to the
same community and even to families in other communities.

Review
Foragers share hunting and gathering as a subsistence strategy. They
are nomadic, moving seasonally as resources become available.
Optimally, foraging gets the most or best food for the least investment of
time and energy, but cultural factors also play a role in foraging.
Foragers typically have egalitarian relationships, cooperate in getting
food, share food across kin groups, and do not own land or resources
individually.

Pastoralism
Pastoralism is a way of life that centers on the herding and care of
domesticated animals, that is, animals whose genetic traits are manipulated by
people for their own purposes. A very broad term, pastoralism applies to
people dependent on diverse animals in diverse environmental and social
contexts who exploit their animals for various products—rarely just for their
meat and in some cases not even for food. Pastoralism differs from simple
animal husbandry, which is the keeping of domesticated animals. It is a way of
life in which a people’s economy, settlement patterns, and social systems are
adapted to large-scale herding. So, for example, American farm families in rural
communities are not pastoralists by virtue of keeping a small number of
chickens, cows, and horses. In contrast, pastoral families in Africa, the Middle
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East, and Asia may own hundreds of cows, sheep, goats, horses, or camels
whose needs for grazing land and water determine people’s daily routines and
seasonal movements.

Like farming, pastoralism allows people some control over their food sources.
Perhaps by about 9,000 years ago, people in the Middle East were keeping
domesticated sheep and goats. Pigs were domesticated in southeastern China
at about the same time. African peoples domesticated cattle as early as 9,500
years ago. Andean peoples in Peru began to domesticate animals by 7,000
years ago, keeping alpaca and llamas for their meat and wool. They also kept
guinea pigs. In North and Central America, people domesticated dogs and
turkeys.

Combined Subsistence Strategies

Rarely, if ever, has pastoralism been a self-contained subsistence strategy.
Some pastoralists combined herding with foraging, others with small-scale
farming, and still others traded for food with their settled farming neighbors.
Like foraging, pastoralism is rarely the central economic strategy of any people
today. Most pastoralists have adopted farming, wage work, or trade as their
primary mode of making a living. It has become increasingly difficult for
pastoralists to keep control of a large enough territory in which to graze their
animals, as the pressure on land has increased with population growth and
national economic policies.

What different patterns might you predict for relationships between
pastoralists of the ranges and farming peoples of the valleys?
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Pastoral nomads of Mongolia, like other horse-herding peoples, have a mixed
economy that reflects the power of basic modes of subsistence such as
pastoralism to shape peoples’ ways of life and daily activities.

Middle Eastern sheep and goat herders like the Basseri of Iran drank milk from
their animals and processed it into butter, cheese, and yogurt. They also traded
milk, wool, and other animal products for grains and other crops from their
farming neighbors.

The sheepherding Diné (Navajo) kept their animals mostly for their wool, used
for weaving into blankets and clothing for household consumption and for sale.
In the past, the Diné obtained food primarily through farming, hunting, and
gathering plant foods. Horse pastoralists, such as the Cheyenne, Lakota, and
Crow, who dominated the North American Plains until the late nineteenth
century, used their animals for transportation, warfare, and to hunt the great
herds of bison that roamed the plains. They also had a complex intertribal trade
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network, often traveling great distances by horse to exchange bison meat and
hides for farm produce.

Land and Labor in Pastoralist Societies

Pastoralists’ strategies for organizing and controlling land and resources differ
significantly from those of foragers because, in pastoralist societies, individuals
or groups controlled, and even owned, land and resources such as
domesticated animals. Pastoralist societies closely regulate and manage rights
to use land to ensure that the animals have enough forage. Sometimes, herds
may put excessive strain on lands and resources because of overgrazing. To
prevent overgrazing, pastoralists take their herds to different grazing areas
throughout the year. Pastoralists make total use of their animals and allocate
these crucial resources according to rules of ownership and control. Livestock
may be owned and tended individually or communally by family groups on family
controlled land. In pastoralist societies, domesticated animals become objective
measures of wealth as a consequence of individual ownership, and inequalities
of wealth and competitive status seeking can arise based on the size of herds.

 Watch the Video: Central Kenya Burial Site on
myanthrolab.com

The division of labor by gender varies in pastoralist societies but is generally not
as egalitarian as in foraging societies. Men and boys generally tend to the
animals while women and children do related tasks, such as milking, dressing
skins, and watching over animals. Among some pastoralists, people of any age
and either gender may assist with herding animals to and from grazing lands.
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Pastoralists may accumulate some surpluses, based on surpluses of animals.
The more animals a family owns, the more animals they may feel they need for
both herd size and all the products derived from animals (hides, furs, bone) that
can be used for many purposes, including the manufacture of clothing, tools,
and utensils. The animals and the products crafted from them become important
items in trading networks, enabling families to obtain other foods, goods, and
services.

Nomadic Pastoralism

The diversity in subsistence strategies among pastoralists is associated with a
variety of settlement patterns. Some pastoralists, like the Basseri, were
nomadic, changing locations frequently as they led their herds to new pastures,
a practice known as transhumance , or seasonal movements of people in
search of available grazing land. Others, like the Nuer, maintained a year-round
home base from which they led their herds to nearby pastures.

transhumance

The practice among pastoralists of moving to new
pastureland on a seasonal basis.

Despite their variety of subsistence strategies and settlement patterns, most
pastoral-ists shared a common self-concept as pastoralists, constructing their
social and personal identities around herding. Certain cultural features are
commonly associated with pastoralism. For example, because pastoralists
needed access to land for grazing and seasonal control over access to specific
areas, they tended to define and defend their territories more vigorously than
foragers. Some pastoralists, such as the Bantu-speaking peoples of southern
Africa and the native peoples of the North American Plains, practiced the
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strategies of raiding and warfare to defend their territories and to expand into
the grazing lands occupied by others. Nomadic pastoralists might be satisfied
with customary rights to graze their animals on some defined but not
necessarily exclusive territory. They might be content to share their grazing
lands with other people, negotiating occasional or seasonal usage. Sedentary
pastoralists, on the other hand, might require permanent and exclusive access
to particular tracts of land. These tracts might be under the ultimate control of
large kin groups or under individual ownership.

Population density varied in pastoral societies, depending on the size and quality
of grazing lands and herds. Unlike foraging societies, measuring and
accumulating wealth and property, especially in the form of animals, has been a
major feature of pastoralism. Because animals are easily countable and their
numbers increased by breeding, pastoral peoples generally measured wealth
by the size of a family’s or individual’s herds or flocks. In addition, because
animals or products derived from them (meat, hides, wool) can be traded for
other goods, herds represent both present and future wealth. In some pastoral
societies, wealth in animals became the basis for differentiating people in terms
of social status. People with larger herds had higher social standing, prestige,
and influence than others. In this context, competition was a successful adaptive
strategy. In most nomadic pastoralist societies, systems of descent and
inheritance typically follow in the male line because men are usually the owners
of most, if not all, of the animals in the herds.

Nomadic pastoralists, like nomadic foragers, are limited in the amount of
property they can acquire because of the difficulties of transporting many
possessions from one location to another. In contrast, sedentary pastoralists
are able to build up their stores of goods, keeping extra clothing, household
utensils, and tools beyond the amount necessary for their survival. Along with
notions of private property in animals, competition among individuals and
families may be reflected in the desire to accumulate goods and to raise one’s
standard of living over that of others.

Despite a focus on ownership and competition, pastoralists maintained values of
reciprocity and expressed generosity and hospitality, especially sharing with
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relatives. Social norms calling for generosity acted as a leveling mechanism,
ensuring that richer families shared some of their wealth with poorer families.

Why did pastoralism as a subsistence mode favor competition over
cooperation?

Case Study A Pastoral Society: The Basseri,
Nomadic Pastoralists of Iran
Pastoralists in the Middle East herded sheep and goats and traded animal
products for grains with settled farmers (Barth 1964). The Basseris, numbering
about 16,000, were, until recently, nomadic pastoralists living in southern Iran.
Today, most Basseris have given up their traditional lifestyle, principally because
the Iranian government, like national governments elsewhere, found nomadic
peoples difficult to control and discouraged pastoralism.
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Central governments and their economic planners also view pastoralism as an
outmoded way of life that retards national economic development. This attitude
is based more on ideology than fact. The Basseris’ traditional way of life was an
efficient use of sparse resources and territories. Their territory—about 300
miles long and 50 miles wide—contains mountains, deserts, and plains. Rainfall
is light, occurring mainly in the winter. Precipitation, often in the form of snow, is
heaviest in the mountains, which, as a result, are richest in vegetation. The rest
of Basseri territory is dry, with only sparse grasses.

Basseris shared their territory with other pastoral peoples. Each group had its
own migration route and schedule, however, so that two or more groups were
never at the same pastureland at the same time of year. Each route and
schedule—called the il-rah, or “tribal road”—was the collective property of the
group that followed it. Groups, not individuals, thus controlled access to
pastureland.

Basseris moved frequently—on average once every three days—among the
pasture-lands on their route. Their winter pastures were in the low-altitude
southern part of their region, where snowfall is relatively light. As spring
approached, they moved to middle-altitude pastures; in summer, they headed to
high-altitude pastures that are snow-covered at other times of the year. In the
fall and spring, they moved nearly every day, whereas they might stay in one
location for days in the summer and winter. Each day’s trek took about three
hours. The sheep and goats were led from camp first. Usually about thirty or
forty families traveled and camped together. In the winter, large groups
dispersed to avoid overburdening pastureland.

A Basseri family usually consisted of a couple and their children. Each family
had its own tent and flock. A family required about 100 sheep and goats to
sustain itself. Boys and men herded the animals to their daily grazing areas.
Although girls sometimes led the animals on migratory treks, they generally did
not herd when their families stayed in the same location for several days.
Families with many animals and few able-bodied sons might hire boys to work
for them. One shepherd could usually handle about 300 or 400 sheep and
goats. People kept donkeys as pack animals and mounts for women and
children. Men rode horses. Camels carried heavy loads.
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Milk and milk products from their animals, such as butter, buttermilk, sour milk,
and cheese, were the basis of the Basseri diet. Men and women, usually in a
group, did the milking. The animals were milked at least once a day. Women
prepared foods derived from the milk. Basseris rarely slaughtered adult sheep
and goats to eat, but they did eat excess lambs and kids to keep their herds
from growing unsustainably large. They used wool and hides for clothing, tent
coverings, and bags. They also traded hides, wool, and goods made from
animal products to people in settled farming communities for grains, fruit,
vegetables, and cash.

The Basseris had complex relations with their neighbors in these communities.
During lean years, some Basseris took seasonal jobs in towns to earn money
for clothing, tools, and other goods. Some Basseris amassed enough wealth to
buy land, which they leased to farmers, receiving money or produce as rent. 

 Read the Document on myanthrolab.com

Culture Change

Transformations of Nuer Economy and

Society
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The Nuer, a pastoral and farming people of the Southern Sudan, have
been written about extensively since the 1930s when the British social
anthropologist E. E. Evans-Pritchard began to live among them and study
their cultural patterns. In his writings on Nuer subsistence, Evans-
Pritchard (1940; 1951; 1956) emphasized their self-identities as
pastoralists even though farming supplied most of their calories. Still, in
the past, the lives of the Nuer, especially the men, revolved around the
care of their cattle. Boys were socialized to expect to be cattle herders,
to value their livestock, and to form bonds of identity and affection with
individual animals that they owned. Nuer social norms rigidly distinguished
men’s from women’s work. Men (including boys of about 15 or older who
had been ritually initiated into manhood) were responsible for herding
cattle. They also fished and did some hunting. Women, girls, and young
boys were responsible for milking the cattle twice a day. Women also
grew millet, maize, and vegetables.
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Cattle camps were located away from the domestic dwellings where
women and children, including boys too young to care for cattle on their
own, lived. Spatial configurations of the villages and the cattle camps
therefore served as boundary markers between the lives of men and
initiated boys and those of women, girls, and young boys.

In the 1930s, the British colonial penetration into Nuer territory increased,
and economic conditions for the Nuer began to deteriorate. Diseases
decreased their cattle herds. Some Nuer were therefore reluctantly
drawn into a trading system, exchanging hides for grain. Some men also
obtained wage work, mostly in construction. However, although the
British tried to persuade Nuer to sell their cattle, most people resisted
because cattle represented more than just a commodity to them. The
British government devised strategies to extract cattle from Nuer owners.
They confiscated cattle in payment of fines levied by local courts, and
chiefs, installed by the British, demanded cattle as tribute (Hutchinson
1996, 65).

In the late 1940s, officials held auctions to dispose of cattle taken as
court-imposed fines. Nuer were able to purchase cattle, especially
economically valuable heifers, and replenish their herds. Because buyers
had to pay for auctioned cattle with cash, interested Nuer had to obtain
money. Most did so by selling oxen. And the British wanted the oxen
because of their value on the meat market (Hutchinson 1996, 66–67).
To the Nuer, money was not a goal in and of itself, but rather was the
means to purchase cattle. In other words, they sold cattle (oxen) to get
money necessary to buy cattle (heifers).

In the 1960s, more wage work became available. Most young Nuer men
seeking employment migrated north to Khartoum, the capital of Sudan.
There they worked in construction and infrastructure support. Many
thousands of jobs were also available on cotton plantations that
developed rapidly along the upper Nile River. Through these endeavors,
Nuer men obtained money that they could use to purchase more cattle.
They could thus increase their herds without selling any animals.
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In 1963, shortly after achieving independence, Sudan erupted in civil war.
This war pitted southern Sudanese, who were mostly Christians and
animists and whose goal was secession from the Arab- and Muslim-
dominated north, against the more heavily armed forces of the central
government. The fighting undermined the stability of Nuer economies,
disrupting the markets for importing grain and exporting cattle. Many
Nuer living in Khartoum and other northern cities returned to the south to
find their cattle herds raided by soldiers on both sides. Villages were
abandoned. This civil war ended with an agreement in 1972 that paved
the way for renewed employment and reestablishment of cattle markets.
Nuer men took over local commercial networks, previously dominated by
northern traders. To obtain funds to set themselves up as traders and
storekeepers, people sold cattle. Thus began a pattern of converting
cattle into money (Hutchinson 1996, 72).

However, although the Nuer seemed to be equating money and cattle,
not all cattle could be properly converted into money, and not all money
could go to buy cattle. This lack of mutual convertibility was due to
differences in the uses of cattle and in the origins of money. In traditional
Nuer society, cattle were circulated among families when prospective
husbands gave cattle to the kin of their intended wives and as payments
from the family of a killer to the family of the victim. Cattle were also
sacrificed to honor the spirits at life cycle rituals and in times of social or
psychic stress. Cattle used for these purposes could not be bought with
money that came from sources the Nuer deemed disrespectful. For
instance, money earned for work considered demeaning or dirty (for
example, custodial or servant work) could not be converted into cattle for
marriage exchanges, payments for murder, or sacrifice (Hutchinson
1996, 83–84). Cattle bought with money obtained in these ways were
thought likely to die or harm anyone who ate their meat.
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These Nuer focus on the challenges of living as immigrants in the United
States, where a pastoral way of life is not possible.

Finally, attitudes toward collective rights of families and larger kinship
groups began to emphasize individual ownership of cattle and control of
money from work or trade. However, this shift does not apply equally in
all contexts. Cattle that are received in marriage or ritual exchanges
continue to be thought of as owned collectively by the family, but cattle
purchased for money earned through one’s own work can be thought of
as individually owned. Attitudinal changes therefore are a consequence of
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the transformation of economic systems and of underlying economic and
social principles. In the words of Deng Gatluak, an eastern Nuer man,
“Before everyone used to hoe together, eat together, and go to war
together. But now that’s all over; today, everyone wants to get ahead. . .
. Today everyone seems to want to get ahead by him/herself”
(Hutchinson 1996, 39).

Today, the lives of the Nuer have drastically changed. Caught up as
victims of more civil wars that raged in the 1990s, some 200,000 Nuer
became refugees in camps in Ethiopia and Kenya (Holtzman 2000).
About 4,000 Nuer were permitted to emigrate to the United States in the
mid-1990s. Most of them now reside in Minnesota, where they have
maintained a strong sense of community and Nuer identity, focusing on
kinship and on affiliation with Christian churches.

Even the lives of Nuer who remain in Africa have been radically
transformed. Many remain in refugee camps in Kenya under the auspices
of the United Nations. Others returned to Southern Sudan, only to find
their homes destroyed. Those who stayed in Sudan throughout the civil
war have also altered their traditional cultures. Fundamental to many of
these changes has been the erosion of the pastoral way of life and the
centrality of cattle (Hutchinson 1996). Although cattle remain significant
in marriage and ceremonial exchanges, the animals have lost some of
their traditional symbolic value. As people repeatedly told anthropologist
Sharon Hutchinson, “Cattle are no longer as important as they once
were.”

Review
Pastoralists depend on the animals they herd for their subsistence
needs. Animals are also the basis of wealth. Some pastoralists practice
transhumance, moving herds to different pasturelands as they become
seasonally available for grazing. Control of grazing land and rights in a
herd are major concerns in pastoralist societies.
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Horticulture
Horticulture and agriculture are two types of farming that are not always easily
distinguished. The term horticulture refers to small-scale farming with a
relatively simple technology consisting of digging sticks, hoes, and other
handheld tools. The term agriculture refers to large-scale farming and the use
of more complex technology, which can include draft animals, for example.
Intensive agriculture involves irrigation systems and extensive exploitation of
land and labor. Some farming peoples may be horticulturalists and others
agriculturalists; still others may combine both kinds of farming.

In contrast to foragers and pastoralists, farmers generally require secure
access to and control over specific plots of land. In some farming societies, a
group of relatives owns or controls land as a collective unit. In others, individuals
may own land for their own benefit and that of their immediate families.
Because farming requires regular access to land, farming communities tend to
be stable. Agriculturalists in particular usually live in fully 
sedentary communities . Among horticulturalists, there may be more
variation. Some are permanently settled, whereas others may shift locations
from one season to the next, residing near their fields during the planting season
and living elsewhere, perhaps near foraging sites, at other times. Weather
conditions may also dictate changes in location. So, for example, many African
horticulturalists live in different settlements during the rainy and dry seasons.
When there is no rainfall, people live close to the few flowing rivers, but they
move to higher ground in the rainy season.

Because they live in stable settlements, farmers can accumulate more property
than can foragers or nomadic pastoralists. Their houses may be more
substantial because erecting a large, solid house is worth people’s efforts if the
house is to be their permanent dwelling. Farm families may own forms of
property other than land, such as herds, ornaments, tools, and household
goods. Households measure their relative wealth according to the quantity of
such goods they possess. At the same time, many farming societies limit the
accumulation of wealth by encouraging people to redistribute surplus food and
property to needier community members.
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Impacts of Sedentism and Surpluses

Horticulturalists tend to live in relatively small settlements of from one or several
hundred to several thousand people. Settlements may be sedentary, depending
on the amount of surplus generated. Surplus  means food and other goods
that are produced at a level greater than that needed for survival. Farmers
regularly try to produce more food than they need for any one season to have
enough to sustain themselves in years of drought, during crop failure for any
reason, or in the event of flooding. They usually produce enough surplus to last
one or two years of bad times. In sedentary, or stable, communities, people
develop methods for preserving and storing surplus produce, but their
techniques rarely yield great abundance. Therefore, they need to control
population size with strategies like those used by foragers: periods of sexual
abstinence, lengthy periods of breast-feeding, and the use of contraceptives,
abortion, and infanticide.

surplus

Food and other goods that are produced at a level
greater than that needed for survival.

sedentary communities

Settlement pattern involving long-term, permanent
settlements.
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Swidden farmers in the Madagascar rainforest.

Slash-and-Burn Horticulture

The tasks involved in farming include preparing fields or gardens for cultivation,
planting, weeding, and harvesting. The most strenuous of these is preparing
new fields for cultivation. Many horticulturists, especially those who live in
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tropical forest areas, use slash-and-burn, or swidden, cultivation  to
accomplish this task. Once an area of land is selected for planting, men cut
down and burn trees and bushes, which both clears the land and enriches the
soil with nutrients. Farmers usually rotate their fields, allowing some to remain
fallow intermittently to restore their fertility. Others may relocate from every few
years to a generation or so, when the fields around a settlement become
depleted of nutrients. Relocating villages and selecting new fields is a strategy
that works only when population densities are low and land is readily available.

slash-and-burn (swidden) cultivation

A farming technique for preparing new fields by cutting
down trees and bushes and then burning them to clear
the land and enrich the soil with nutrients.

Gender Allocation of Work

In horticultural societies, gender allocation of work typically calls for men to do
the heavy work of clearing forests and woodlands to make new fields. In some
societies, men continue as the primary workers, whereas women are the
farmers in others. In other societies, both men and women do farmwork,
growing the same or different crops.

Among the Puebloan peoples of the American Southwest, such as the Zunis and
Hopis, both men and women grow crops, although they employ different
methods and work in different types of farmland. Zuni men plant, weed, and
harvest crops in the fields surrounding their villages. Some work was
traditionally carried out individually, whereas other tasks were done collectively,
usually by a group of relatives consisting of fathers, their unmarried sons, and
their resident sons-in-law. Since kinship was reckoned through women, before
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marriage, men worked the land controlled by their mothers; after marriage, they
worked on land under the direction of their wife’s mother.

Because of the difficulty of farming in an arid environment, the people developed
a system of floodwater irrigation that made best use of available water from
rainfall and from the small Zuni River and a few nearby springs. When a man
cleared new land for planting, he built small dams and canals with mud walls to
direct water from rainfall and overflowing streams. The walls were constructed
by packing mud over a row of stakes made of branches, rocks, sticks, and
earth.

Globalization

The expansion of slash-and-burn farming into tropical rain
forests in Indonesia and the Amazon region contributes to
global deforestation, but on a smaller scale than
commercial lumbering. Deforestation alters climate and
weather patterns and contributes to global warming.

In contrast to men’s work, women grew some produce in “waffle gardens”
along the banks of the Zuni River. Waffle gardens were divided into small
square or rectangular cells surrounded by low mud walls that helped conserve
water and protect the plants from wind. Women watered their plants by hand,
using ladles to distribute water brought from the river or from nearby wells in
water jars.

Farming families are able to utilize the labor of their children at early ages.
Young children can plant seeds, weed gardens, and pick fruits and vegetables.
Some people may become part-time specialists, making pottery, baskets,
canoes, houses, and other items. By bartering or selling their products, artisans
and other part-time specialists may free themselves from some subsistence
work. Horticultural societies produce surplus crops as a buffer against hunger
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and starvation in years of low yield. Farmers produce surpluses by intensifying
their labor and maximizing the land’s productivity. People prevent the
overburdening of land and its fertility by rotating their crops or relocating every
generation or so. Social norms calling for hospitality and generosity contribute
to the redistribution of surpluses so that no one goes hungry.

Among the Yanomamo of the Orinoco River basin of Brazil and Venezuela, men
are the principal farmers. They clear and prepare fields and plant and harvest
crops. Principal crops include plantain, manioc, and sweet potatoes. Men also
grow tobacco, used for chewing, and cotton, used to make yarn for weaving
hammocks. Men also hunt and fish. In effect, men provide all the food for the
family. Women’s work, which includes food preparation and child care, is
entirely domestic. Their work is considered secondary to men’s work, and they
have a correspondingly low status in Yanomamo society (Chagnon 1997).

In contrast, among the Jivaros of Peru, women were responsible for planting,
tending, and harvesting crops, notably manioc, sweet potatoes, and squash.
These crops, supplemented by fish and game that men provided, supplied the
bulk of the Jivaro diet (Meggers 1971). Women were also responsible for
performing the garden rituals that ensure good crops. The Jivaro valued these
tasks, and Jivaro women still have a higher status in their society than
Yanomamo women do in theirs.

In some West African societies, both men and women perform horticultural
work, but they plant different crops. Among the Igbos of Nigeria, for example,
tasks are strongly demarcated according to gender. Men traditionally plant
yams, considered to be the staple crop. Rice, introduced into the region in the
1950s, is the only plant that both men and women grow. Women plant and
harvest all other crops, including manioc, cocoyams, maize, beans, and okra.
Women also weed their husbands’ yam gardens. Even when work has a
collective focus, tasks are demarcated according to gender. For example, men
harvest yams, but women and children carry the yams to the household yam
barn (Ottenberg 1965; Ottenberg and Ottenberg 1962). Other subsistence
and household activities are likewise allocated according to gender. Both men
and women fish, but in different places: men in nearby rivers, women in ponds
and streams.
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In some horticultural societies, especially in sub-Saharan Africa, farming is
combined with pastoralism. Horticulturists may keep domesticated animals for
meat. For example, indigenous peoples of the Melanesian Islands of the
western Pacific cultivate yams and other food crops and also keep pigs. Pigs,
however, are not grazing animals like cattle, sheep, or goats. They eat the
same foods as humans. Melanesian horticulturalists, as a result, grow crops to
feed both themselves and their pigs. As the pig population grows, the effort to
feed them becomes increasingly burdensome. Eventually, the pig population
grows so large that it triggers a round of ceremonials accompanied by pig
sacrifices and feasts. The pig population plummets and the cycle begins anew
(Rappaport 2000).

Case Study A Farming Society: The Kaluli of
Papua New Guinea
The Kaluli are a farming people who live in a plateau region covered by rain
forest and crisscrossed by streams and rivers. Temperatures average in the
mid-80s Fahrenheit throughout the year. Seasonal variation is based on
precipitation: a dry season (March to November) and a rainy season
(December to February) (Gratton 1991, 101). Kaluli lands are dotted with small
villages built on ridges where the forest cover is less dense. In the 1980s, the
Kaluli had approximately twenty villages. Each village generally contains one
large longhouse and several smaller dwellings. Farmland is nearby. Residence
in a longhouse follows principles of descent through men. A longhouse,
therefore, is typically inhabited by a group of related men, their wives, children,
and unmarried sisters. Each contains about fifteen families (Feld 1990, 5). The
smaller houses, located closer to gardens, are used as temporary dwellings
during harvesting periods. Most marriages take place between people from
different villages. Women move from their natal settlement to that of their
husband. People are therefore affiliated with several villages, either through ties
of birth or by marriage.
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The Kaluli currently number more than 2,000. This figure represents a sharp
decline from their numbers before contact with European colonial agents in the
early twentieth century. An estimated 25 percent of the Kaluli died in the 1940s
from measles and influenza epidemics (Gratton 1991, 101).

The Kaluli practice slash-and-burn or swidden farming. All the men of the village
work together when new fields are needed. Gardens are used until the soil
becomes depleted and the yield diminishes. Then new lands are prepared and
planted. Rights to land follow principles of descent through men. Men are
allocated land based on their membership in a kinship group. They can claim
rights to specific portions of land and of groves of sago palms if they continue to
use it. If left unused for more than a generation, the land will be reassigned to
another man in the group. Rights to use land are most often passed from father
to son. However, brothers of the deceased and the sons of a man’s sister may
also have a claim.

Men cooperate in planting the gardens and in building dams on the rivers and
streams. Once the seeds are planted, women are responsible for weeding the
gardens. All able members of the household usually harvest the crops together.
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Like those of other New Guinea peoples, the Kaluli’s primary crops include
bananas, pandanus (used for food and in the production of crafts), sweet
potatoes, breadfruit (a starchy fruit), sugarcane, and green vegetables. The
staple of their diet, however, is a wild food that grows along the streams. Wild
sago, from sago palms, is eaten daily. Men split the sago palm and grind up the
core. Women process and cook the sago.

Kaluli also consume fish and animal resources that are abundant in their
environment. Both men and women easily obtain these in casual fishing or
hunting. When larger game is needed for ceremonial occasions or trade, groups
of men hunt wild pigs and cassowaries (flightless birds) in the dense forests.
These expeditions may take days and are nearly always successful due to the
abundance of wildlife.

Finally, women in each household keep a few domesticated pigs. The pigs are
eaten on ceremonial occasions, especially marriages and funerals, but they are
also cooked for guests as a sign of hospitality and respect. Taking advantage of
the abundance of their environment, the Kaluli diet is varied and rich in nutrients.

Today, many Kaluli men supplement subsistence activities by working for wages
on plantations that grow tea, coffee, and copra or for government agencies as
custodians or porters (Schieffelin 1990, 2).  Read the Document on
myanthrolab.com

Review
In horticultural societies such as the Kaluli and Yanomamo, people keep
small animals, cultivate food trees, and plant gardens with staple crops.
Sedentism—living in one place—requires small populations sustained on
surpluses from horticultural production. Work is allocated by gender and
age. Slash-and-burn (swidden) horticulture is a destructive process that
involves a constant round of abandoning depleted land and bringing new
land under cultivation.

Agriculture
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The subsistence strategy called agriculture originated in the Middle East about
12,000 years ago. At that time, the region’s climate was gradually drying,
prompting people to concentrate near rivers, where resources remained
plentiful. Over time, people learned to control their supplies of food by planting
their own crops and domesticating their own animals (dogs, sheep, goats, and
cattle). They began growing grains that could sustain large populations. The
earliest crops were wheat and barley. Once farming proved productive, more
people settled in the region and learned the new techniques. Others acquired
the skills and moved to outlying areas, gradually spreading farming knowledge
to other communities. Similar processes led to the independent emergence of
farming in several other regions of the world, including the Indus Valley of
Pakistan, the Yellow River Valley of China, the Nile Valley of Egypt, Mexico, and
the Andean region of South America. Recent radiocarbon dating suggests that
some of these areas may have developed farming nearly as early as in the
Middle East. For example, domesticated squash seeds that date to about
10,000 years ago have been discovered in both northern Peru and Mexico
(Dillehay et al. 2007).

Archaeologists have proposed a variety of explanations for the origin of farming.
Some suggest that increasingly concentrated populations exceeded the
capacity of the fertile regions to sustain a foraging existence, while declines in
wild vegetation also discouraged people from dispersing into surrounding
environments (Binford 1971; Flannery 1973). Another theory suggests that
some people in foraging societies began to accumulate surpluses of storable
foods to sponsor feasts and thereby raise their social status. As their desire for
larger surpluses grew, they began to control and augment their accumulation of
foods by protecting and then producing their own crops (Bender 1978). These
theories are not mutually exclusive. Several factors operating together may
have led to the beginnings of plant and animal domestication.

Archaeologists are more certain about the consequences of food production
(see Figure 6.1 ). We know that populations increased rapidly and became
sedentary because of the ability to control the growth of crops, to plant more
crops, and to harvest, preserve, and store greater surpluses. Reliance on
grains also allowed women to nurse their babies for shorter periods of time
because young children could be given cereals to eat. And fertility levels rose
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with the decline in lactation, leading to greater increases in population size and
greater crowding of population centers.

How would you compare the benefits and costs of food production as a
subsistence strategy?

Another result of food production was a general decline in health standards
(Diamond 1995). Studies of the bones and teeth of members of early farming
communities indicated signs of malnutrition, probably resulting from an
overdependence on only a few sources of food rather than the more typical
varied range of the foraging diet. And diseases spread more rapidly among
sedentary farming people.

In addition, permanent settlements made possible by farming permitted people
to accumulate an increasing number and variety of material possessions.

This irrigation and flood-control system in Szechuan, China, is one of the oldest
surviving man-made engineering projects in the world.

Agricultural production employs interrelated techniques of intensification.
Specialized technology,
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Figure 6.1
Consequences of Food Production

sophisticated land-use strategies, and labor inputs result in more reliable
production techniques that result in larger crop yields. Agriculturalists use plows,
often pulled by horses or oxen, to turn the earth and increase the area they can
cultivate productively in a certain period of time. Early agriculturists in the Middle
East, China, and Central and South America built extensive, permanent irrigation
systems to deliver water to outlying fields. In mountainous regions, they built
terraces to increase the surface area available for farming on steeply sloping
terrain. People in swampy areas piled up earth (berms) to create fertile artificial
islands. Because of their heavy investments in labor and infrastructure,
agriculturalists maintain permanent, fully sedentary communities.

These two characteristics of agricultural societies—permanent settlements,
called sedentism, and an intensive investment in labor and technology—likely
emerged together in a complex and dynamic process of change. Investment of
labor and material in agricultural production set the stage for permanent
settlements, and permanent settlements created conditions conducive to
increasing investments in labor and technology. As labor and technology
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intensified, the energy expended per acre increased, leading to greater yields
and the accumulation of larger surpluses. These surpluses helped support an
ever-growing sedentary population. The more food there was, the more people
could be supported, and the more people there were, the more food could be
produced.

 Watch the Animation: Consequences of Food Production
on myanthrolab.com

Furthermore, unlike in foraging and pastoral societies, where most subsistence
work required adult strength, skill, and judgment, agricultural societies could
make productive use of the labor of young children. Thus, large families were a
premium. The result was a relaxation of the birth-control practices that limited
population in foraging, pastoral, and horticultural societies. On the contrary,
agricultural societies encouraged fertility, an attitude that might be incorporated
into religious doctrines that specifically encouraged women to have many
children.

This dynamic set the stage for increasing population size. Eventually, however,
population size would come up against the carrying capacity of a particular
region at a particular level of technology. In other words, at some point,
increasing the amount of labor available (by increasing population) would fail to
result in increased yields. As it reached that point, an agricultural society would
have to develop new, more productive agricultural technologies or secure more
land. New technologies were not always readily available, however, and
expanding into new territory ultimately brought a society into conflict with its
neighbors.

Among the Inca and other Andean farmers of Peru and Ecuador, ownership of
land was vested in a collective group of relatives, whereas in India, an individual
owns each parcel of land. Private individual ownership usually permits owners to
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sell their land, a practice impossible in most horticultural societies because of
the communal control of land. The importance of ownership and control is
demonstrated in patterns of inheritance in which children or other designated
relatives receive the land belonging to their parents or other kin. Large-scale
agrarian states also tend to foster competition among individuals and families,
reflected in the goal of accumulating surpluses and consuming them within the
household.

In many agrarian states, the central government may organize the redistribution
of surpluses so that everyone can be maintained at some minimum level of
subsistence. In addition to humanitarian goals, maintaining the population is
essential in state societies to forestall dissatisfaction that might lead to
rebellion. The Inca state developed an efficient system of redistribution in which
district chiefs collected farm produce and woven cloth from people in their
territory. Some goods were channeled into the households of chiefs and other
state elites, but a portion was stored in large regional granaries and
warehouses. Chiefs dispensed these goods to needy members of their
communities.

A common pattern in agrarian societies is for land to be concentrated in the
hands of a few. Nonwealthy individuals and families lose their control of land
through misfortune—illness, poor crops, or other disaster. Motivated by values
that promote competition and the accumulation of surplus, wealthier landowners
enlarge their acreage by buying land from those less fortunate. Over time, a
large part of the population may become landless. Landless people then hire
themselves out as laborers on other people’s land. In one system, called
sharecropping, they work the land and pay rent to the landlord, either in money
or as part of their harvest. Competition and accumulation of wealth lead to
economic exploitation in both agricultural and industrial societies as well as in
mixed or transitional economies.

A hallmark of settled, large-scale, state societies with mixed economies is the
appearance of full-time specialists. Specialists, rather than doing subsistence
work, instead produce tools, utensils, or crafts, or they become state
functionaries, working as traders, soldiers, or government officials. Because
these specialists do not perform subsistence work, they must be supported by
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the extra work of others. Intensive agriculture and industrial agriculture increase
farm output that can be traded or sold to nonsubsistence workers. Surplus
outputs may also be taken from farmers in the form of tribute or taxation to
support nonproducers or state functionaries. In modern states, the percentage
of people working as specialists has greatly increased, while the percentage of
people producing food or working in food-delivery systems has greatly
decreased. (These and other characteristics of state societies will be more fully
explored in Chapter 12 .)

Intensive Agriculture and Crop Variety

Throughout the centuries, new inventions and technological advances have
contributed to a tremendous growth in agricultural productivity. 
Intensive agriculture  involves the use of the plow, draft animals, and
irrigation. As worldwide population increased exponentially in recent centuries,
however, the growth of cities has reduced the amount of land under cultivation.
The dilemma of more people to feed on less land has so far been solved by the
application of industrial processes to agriculture. In much of the world,
preparing fields, planting seeds, fertilizing, weeding, and harvesting have
become highly mechanized. Work once done by people is now done by
machinery with only minimal human participation and direction. In the United
States, less than 3 percent of the population works in agriculture. In countries
with less developed industrial and technological sectors, the proportion is higher
but has been declining everywhere. Fewer workers and less land must now
produce food for more people.

 Watch the Animation: Variation in Food Gathering on
myanthrolab.com
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intensive agriculture

Application of technology and intensive labor to farming,
such as the plow and irrigation.

One consequence of intensive agriculture has been a limited number of crops
and varieties of crops. For example, in native North America, farming peoples
such as the Iroquois in the Northeast and the Puebloan nations of the Southwest
grew more than a dozen varieties of corn. Now, only a few types of corn,
selected for yield and resistance, are grown. This process of limiting diversity to
maximize efficiency is potentially dangerous. Different varieties of a crop often
supply a different mix of nutrients, so limiting crop diversity limits nutritional
variety. Furthermore, some varieties may be susceptible to diseases and
infestations to which other varieties are immune. As a result, decreased crop
diversity can increase the risk of catastrophic crop failure. We cannot know
what needs future generations might have that a now-lost plant variety might
have met. We will discuss one form of intensive agriculture, industrial
agriculture, in detail in Chapter 7 .

Review
Agricultural societies have larger populations and greater division of
labor, along with more centralization and wider disparity of wealth and
power. Intensive agriculture involves the use of draft animals, fertilizers,
and irrigation to farm on a large scale. Industrial agriculture, or
agribusiness, involves the mechanization of farmwork on an even larger
scale and scientific interventions in food production.

Food production based on agriculture permits greater accumulation of
surplus, which sustains larger sedentary populations in villages and urban
centers. Craft specialization, ownership of land and resources, social
inequalities, and public health problems are among the many
consequences of agriculture as a mode of subsistence.
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Subsistence and Culture Change
No society is locked into a particular subsistence pattern. All are in a dynamic
relationship with the environment and with other societies and are subject to
change from both internal processes and external sources. A change in the
environment might force a change in subsistence strategy, a change in
population, the invention of a new technology, or changing patterns of trade with
neighboring societies. Subsistence strategies may also change as a result of
borrowings from other peoples, either through peaceful trade or through forced
elimination of traditional patterns and their replacement by foreign methods of
economic production and work as a result of conquest and colonization.

 Listen to the Audio: Alaska Residents Grapple with
Changing Climate on myanthrolab.com

Environmental change or relocation to a different area may compel people to
rely on different kinds of foods or different subsistence strategies. Foragers
may have their territories diminished because of incursions or invasions by
farming or herding peoples and therefore abandon their traditional ways of life,
adopting farming themselves or working for wages on other people’s farms or
ranches. Technological developments may also affect subsistence strategies.
For example, as industrial techniques have led to improvements in agricultural
productivity, fewer farmworkers can produce enough food for many more
people, freeing up a large labor force to work in other sectors.

Indigenous societies throughout the world have become increasingly involved in
regional, national, and international economic networks in the global economy.
Many of their traditional patterns have been altered. In some cases, they have
been able to sell their products widely through commercial outlets. Others have
found wage employment in locally expanding production and manufacturing.
Even in earlier historical periods, the economies of societies that were
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conquered or colonized were altered as a result of both direct and indirect
pressures from the dominant societies. As addressed in Chapter 12 , as
state societies expanded, they transformed the lives of the peoples whose land
they had taken. Although this process is as old as the history of state societies,
its rate and consequences have accelerated in the last several centuries. 
Chapter 7  will address the issues of changing economic systems, and 
Chapters 16  and 17  will focus on global issues.

Review
Economic anthropologists also study changes in people’s subsistence
due to environmental or population changes and cultural contact, as well
as the effects of those changes on society and culture.

Anthropology Applied

Interpreting Economic Activity from

Archaeological Remains
Cultural anthropology helps interpret archaeological sites, and vice versa.
For example, archaeological remains often contain information about diet,
health, and economic activities. Craft specialization, for example,
indicates that a population had enough food to support people who did
not contribute directly to subsistence. Craft specialization is widespread
in agricultural societies, and signs of it in an archaeological site are
evidence that the people had a subsistence base as farmers.

Evidence of craft specialization is found at the archaeological site of
Huánuco Pampa, Peru, a provincial capital of the Inca. Through
excavations there, archaeologists Craig Morris and Donald Thompson
(1985) found a compound of fifty buildings containing thousands of
distinctive ceramic jars and spindle whorls. The buildings were
manufacturing and storage sites, as well as housing for artisans. Using
ethnohistorical records, Morris determined that the finds were associated
with beer-making and cloth production.
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A special class of women, called aklla (or aclla), worked for the Inca
state and were segregated from the rest of the society. They were the
“chosen women,” or girls, who might be sacrificed to the sun god in bad
times. Awaiting their possible fate, they lived and worked together in
special houses making and preserving beer and weaving cloth.

Critical Thinking Questions
What signs of an agricultural economy other than craft
specialization might you expect to find at Huánuco?

What kinds of remains might you expect to find in archaeological
sites of people using other modes of subsistence?

For example, what evidence of subsistence activities and material
culture might you find among prehistoric pastoralists or foragers?

 Study and Review on myanthrolab.com
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Chapter Summary

Economic Anthropology

Economic anthropology focuses on subsistence strategies and economic
systems—how people meet their survival needs and make their living.

Understanding Human Subsistence Patterns

Subsistence strategies include methods that people use to obtain food.
People need to develop techniques to adapt to their environment, exploit
available resources, or produce their own food. Subsistence strategies
affect and are affected by environmental conditions, such as topography,
climate, and available plants and animals. The techniques that people use
have an impact on population size, settlement patterns, and household
composition.

Foraging

Foraging is a subsistence strategy that depends directly on plants and
animals available in the environment. Foragers collect wild plants, fruits,
nuts, and seeds and hunt animals and fish. Foragers require a large territory
for subsistence. Most foragers are nomadic and live in relatively small
communities so as not to overburden their environment.

Pastoralism

Pastoralism is a subsistence strategy that centers on the herding and care
of large numbers of domesticated animals. Some pastoralists are nomadic,
moving frequently as they take their animals to new pasturelands. Others
retain a home base and make daily excursions to graze their animals. Most
pastoralists live in communities of no more than several hundred. In most
pastoralist societies, individuals own animals, although the animals may be
cared for in a collective herd.
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Horticulture

Horticulture is a subsistence strategy based on growing crops. Horticulture is
small-scale farming, using handheld tools and relatively simple technology.
Farmers need to remain near their fields during the planting season. Some
horticulturalists live in permanent villages whereas others shift their locations
in different seasons. Their settlements usually number from several hundred
to at most several thousand. Horticulturalists generally produce enough
surplus to last a year or two beyond their minimum requirements.

Agriculture

Agriculture is a form of food production based on permanent settlement;
large-scale farming using complex technology; and the storage, distribution,
and trade of large surpluses. Agriculture arose independently in different
parts of the world based on different kinds of domesticated plants and
animals. Increases in population and food supply were offset by problems of
poor nutrition and the spread of disease in urban centers that grew up
around centers of agriculture.

Subsistence and Culture Change

Subsistence strategies change in response to environmental changes,
population migration, and cultural contact between peoples.

Review Questions
1. What do economic anthropologists study?
2. What are the essential differences between foraging and food

production? Which is more costly in terms of time, effort, and calories?
Which is more costly in terms of short-term survival?

3. What is carrying capacity, and how do people adapt to this subsistence
constraint?

4. How do modes of subsistence influence settlement patterns? How is
nomadism an example of settlement pattern adaptation?
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5. How do subsistence modes influence population size, density,
composition, and distribution?

6. How do subsistence modes influence a society’s division of labor by age,
gender, skill, and social status?

7. How do peoples’ systems of roles and statuses both reflect and reinforce
their subsistence?

8. What ecological, demographic, and sociocultural factors characterize
foraging?

9. What is the theory of optimal foraging? How can foraging be combined
with horticulture to increase survival rates?

10. What ecological, demographic, and sociocultural factors characterize
pastoralism?

11. Why do many pastoralist societies avoid using their animals for food?
12. What are the impacts of greater sedentism and production of surpluses

among some pastoralists and horticulturalists?
13. How does swidden farming work as a subsistence strategy? What are its

advantages and disadvantages?
14. What are the chief characteristics of agriculture as a subsistence

strategy?
15. How do subsistence patterns change over time? How can changes in

subsistence cause other changes in a people’s way of life?
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MyAnthroLab Connections

Watch. Listen. View. Explore. Read. MyAnthroLab is designed
just for you. Each chapter features a customized study plan to
help you learn and review key concepts and terms. Dynamic
visual activities, videos, and readings found in the multimedia
library will enhance your learning experience.

Resources from this chapter
 Watch on myanthrolab.com

Central Kenya Burial Site
Consequences of Food Production
Variation in Food Gathering

 Listen on myanthrolab.com

Alaska Residents Grapple with Changing Climate

 Explore on myanthrolab.com In MySearchLab, enter the
Anthropology database to find relevant and recent scholarly and
popular press publications. For this chapter, enter the following
keywords: pastoralism, horticulture, agriculture, nomads

 Read the Document

Were Early Agriculturalists Less Healthy Than Food
Collectors? by Mark Nathan Cohen
Kalahari San: Sometime Hunter-Gatherers by Edwin N.
Wilmsen
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Chapter 7 Economic Systems
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Preview
What is an economic system? How is it integrated into a culture?
What are the different types of economic exchange?
How do different economic systems allocate land and resources?
How is surplus related to the different subsistence modes?
How is specialization related to the different subsistence modes?
Why is the theory of surplus value in a capitalist economy important?
How has industrialization affected economies and cultures?
What are the characteristics of postindustrial societies and of today’s global
economy?

Three men went into the forest: one was the Cultivator, the other the
Trapper, the third the Gatherer-of-Honey. Arriving in the forest, they
asked themselves: “how shall we build our houses?” They said: “you, the
Cultivator, build your house than the middle of the three hills.” The
Trapper built his house on a hill, the Gatherer-of-Honey built his on a hill.
No sooner had they finished building their houses than the Cultivator had
already finished growing plants behind his house. The Trapper asked the
Gatherer-of-Honey to make a blood pact with him, stating that they
should not make such a pact with the Cultivator. Having finished making
friendship, and having killed game, the Trapper went with the meat to his
friend. They did not show it to the Cultivator. The following day, the
Gatherer-of-Honey passed with a jar of honey to bring to his friend the
Trapper. They did not give anything to the Cultivator. And so it was every
day; they made things pass at the entrance of the village of this one, the
Cultivator. He said to himself that his children alone would die of hunger.

This Harvester, this Cultivator, went to sow discord between the two
friends. He called in a loud voice, “you man of the rodents Mikii, you the
Trapper, it is you will kill my children, never again bring rodent Mikii here
at my house.” The Cultivator also set out to the village of the Gatherer-
of-Honey calling, “you Gatherer-of-Honey, it is the flies that you bring
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here that cause my children to be sick; also it is my rodents Mikii, which
you eat, that makes you fatter.” On his side, the Trapper reflected much,
stating that so then his friend had just insulted him; on his side the
Gatherer-of-Honey also thought that his friend had just insulted him.
Having heard that, the Trapper and the Gatherer-of-Honey . . . met in the
valley at the Cultivator’s. Arriving there, they questioned each other.

One said, “you yelled to me that it was my rodents Mikii who are the
reason why your children have caught the kwashiorkor, yes my rodents
Mikii!” And the other said, “you yelled that because of me your children
have their throat obstructed by larvas of bee.” The one denied and the
other denied, both at the same time. At this time, the Cultivator . . . took
to dancing and singing:

I, the instigator Cultivator.

I just finished placing in discord those who are two.

The two friends understood, having heard the manner in which this
Cultivator had placed them in discord, one against the other. Having
considered that, they made a pact of friendship with the Cultivator. As
such, the three became friends among each other; and they began to
give meat, honey, and agricultural products, all of them giving to one
another mutually.

That is why a man should never refuse the mark of friendship because
the mark of friendship is a thing capable of saving the family group.

Excerpts from Richard Dorson, Folktales Told around the World, pp. 384–85. © 1975.
Reprinted by permission of The University of Chicago Press.

 Listen to the Chapter Audio on myanthrolab.com
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 Read on myanthrolab.com

In this narrative, the Nyanga of Central Africa dramatize the three significant
elements in their economic system: hunting, gathering, and farming. They
express the interdependence of these subsistence strategies and the
importance of trade and exchange in binding a community together.

Chapter 6  described the subsistence strategies of foraging, pastoralism,
horticulture, and agriculture. This chapter analyzes economic systems involving
issues of the production, distribution, and consumption of foodstuffs and other
goods and services. As you will learn, cultural features, such as population
growth, emphasis on accumulating wealth, and status differences within a
community are interrelated with others aspects of economic systems.

Analyzing Economic Systems
Societies organize subsistence strategies to utilize their land and resources
efficiently. Available land must be distributed among members of the community.
People need to agree about methods of exploiting their resources so that
everyone has at least a minimal share to survive. People also need to know
how to organize their work, taking account of differences in age, gender, and
skill, as well as whatever other social variables are considered significant (such
as class, race, or ethnicity). Societies must also have methods of distributing
food, goods, and services within and among their communities. Rarely do
people consume all and only what they produce individually. Instead, they share
with others or exchange their products or services for other products or
services. Patterns of consumption , therefore, are also affected by cultural
norms. In some communities, all members have similar opportunities to
consume or avail themselves of resources and goods and services. In other
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communities, though, levels of consumption may vary considerably. Taken
together, these various factors constitute an economic system .

consumption

The use of subsistence resources, including outcomes
of production.

economic system

Cultural methods of allocating natural resources, the
means of exploiting the resources through technology,
the organization of work, and the production,
distribution, consumption, and exchange of goods and
services.

Anthropologists understand economies and economic systems holistically. They
try to situate features of land, resource use, and labor organization in the
context of people’s adaptation to their environment. They also try to delineate
the ways that land, resources, and labor are interrelated with other features of
culture, including social and political systems. Put another way, economic
systems consist of practices that organize people’s activities of production,
distribution, and consumption.

Subsistence strategies constitute an important but not exclusive factor in
economic systems. Food-obtaining techniques are central to economies, but
other factors, such as production of utilitarian and luxury goods, distribution and
exchange of products, and specialization of work and services, are also
important aspects of economic systems. Thus, for example, different modes of
subsistence generally are correlated with different principles on which economic
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systems are organized. Subsistence strategies that focus on foraging,
pastoralism, or farming tend to have different ways of allocating land and
resources, organizing labor, producing goods, and distributing or exchanging
products and services.

Allocating Land and Resources

Different subsistence modes tend to foster different attitudes about land rights
and access to natural resources. Foragers’ concepts of open access to the
lands and resources in their territories and to the lands’ resources are especially
useful for nomadic peoples, who rely on their ability to exploit available
resources seasonally. Despite this general principle, some foraging and
nomadic peoples do have territorial concepts that assign lands or resources to
groups identifiable on the basis of kinship or community membership. Foragers’
occupation of territory is usually occasional and temporary rather than
permanent. Pastoral peoples may also extend rights to exploit all available land
in their territory to graze their herds. However, some pastoral societies limit
access to land to particular groups on either a seasonal or permanent basis.
Farming peoples need to make claims to specific parcels of land that they
cultivate. Among some farming peoples, land is permanently owned by an
individual. In others, land may be reallocated from time to time, depending on
inheritance rules and the size and composition of households living in the same
area. Finally, in industrial and postindustrial societies, individuals, groups, and
states own land and resources and other means of subsistence and production.

What do you own, and how did you come to own it? Do you control the
redistribution of what you own?
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In Vietnam, rice farming has become women’s work as men have left farming
for wage jobs. Here, peasants near Danang irrigate their fields with wooden
paddlewheels.

As a way of allocating resources, ownership varies in different types of
societies. Ownership may be vested in a community as a whole or in individuals.
Among nomadic foraging peoples, individuals rarely have rights to exclusive
ownership and control of land and resources. Ownership of land tends to be
most formalized among farming peoples, who expend a great deal of labor
readying their fields for planting and need specific acreage to produce sufficient
food.

Producing Goods

In addition to subsistence products, people also need other goods to ensure
their survival and well-being. Systems of production  provide clothing,
shelter, tools, utensils, and weapons. People also want decorative items to
adorn their bodies and their residences. Their religious practices require ritual
objects, costumes, and other paraphernalia for ceremonial use. In some
societies, people within a household may make all of the various types of
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equipment that their family requires. In others, some people develop the skills
and arts that enable them to become part-time or full-time specialists in the
production of specific types of goods. Specialists engage in some types of
exchange in which they either sell their products or exchange them for other
goods and services.

production

System of extracting resources and utilizing labor and
technology to obtain foods, goods, and services.

specialization of labor

System of allocating work in which different people
perform different tasks.

Different types of subsistence strategies are more or less likely to produce
surpluses. When surpluses arise, societies use different ways to dispose of
them. Sometimes people keep surpluses on hand for use when supplies are
low. At other times and in other circumstances, surpluses may be traded or sold
so that the producers can obtain goods or services that they require but do not
make themselves. Surpluses, therefore, are tied to patterns of distribution and
exchange. In general, nomadic peoples obtain little in the way of surplus goods
because of the inconvenience of carrying more than basic necessities when
moving from one camp to another. Sedentary peoples, in contrast, prefer
producing a certain amount of surplus to protect themselves against lean years.

In addition, surpluses serve social functions. Surplus farm produce or
manufactured goods can be distributed by the wealthy to those less fortunate,
stabilizing social networks and enhancing the prestige of the givers. Surplus
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goods can be distributed in ritual contexts, such as celebrations of births,
marriages, and funerals. Finally, in state societies, surplus wealth may be
appropriated through taxation to support the various functions of government
and public services.

 Watch the Video: Specialization on myanthrolab.com

Organizing Labor

Societies allocate the labor of their members to productive tasks through
division of labor. Work roles are assigned minimally on the basis of age and
gender. In addition, certain individuals may specialize in craft production or other
arts and skills. Men and women may be assigned different but complementary
tasks. Elderly people usually retire from direct productive work, depending on
the ability of the family or society to support them, although their advice may be
sought because of their knowledge and experience. Young children are
assigned household and subsistence tasks consistent with their physical and
cognitive maturation as well as the type of economy. Whereas farm families
depend on children’s labor, children in industrial societies typically are prevented
from competing with their parents for jobs and wages. These norms often are
codified as laws. The legal age of work in the United States, for example, is 14.
Nevertheless, children are widely exploited as sources of labor in the world
today.
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These clam diggers belong to a maritime community in New England and are
among the few who are granted commercial licenses each year to exploit this
easily overburdened resource.

Labor and Specialization
Specialization of labor  based on skill, talent, or training is a common
feature of many societies. All societies have some degree of labor
specialization within households as well. In addition, communities may value
individuals skilled at making certain kinds of tools, utensils, or crafts. Others
may seek to acquire their high-quality, unique, or effective products or services.
In some societies, part-time specialists accumulate income from their work. The
more skilled the artisans, the more compensation they may receive because
others especially prize their work. In other societies, labor specialization
involves full-time specialists. These people do not participate in direct
subsistence activities but instead exchange their labor and skill for food and
goods obtained through the labor of others. Depending on the system of
exchange and relationships between people, these products may be given
away, exchanged, traded, purchased, or sold.

Case Study Child Laborers Today
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The exploitation of child labor is an international concern. According to a report
issued in 2006 by the International Labour Organization (ILO), children who
work are divided into four categories: “children at work in economic activity,”
“child laborers,” “children in hazardous work,” and “children in unconditional
worst forms of child labor.” “Children at work in economic activity” is a broad
category that encompasses most productive activities that children perform,
including all market production (paid work) and some types of nonmarket
production (unpaid work), such as producing goods for one’s own use. Work
may be in the formal sector (especially factory work) or the informal sector
(street vendors, construction) and may involve legal or illegal activities.

“Children at work in economic activity” includes children who work in a market-
oriented establishment that a relative in the same household operates. It also
includes children who are domestic workers in someone else’s household, but it
excludes children who do the same chores in their own households without pay.
The ILO estimates that some 317 million children between the ages of 5 and 17
“work in economic activity.” Of these, about 196 million are under the age of 14.

Boys and girls are equally likely to be engaged in economic activities. For
children younger than 14, there are no significant gender differences; however,
for children ages 15 through 17, more boys than girls are engaged in economic
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activities, perhaps because many girls in developing countries are married or
doing unpaid work in their own households by age 15.

The largest numbers of children engaged in economic activity are found in the
Asia-Pacific region (127.3 million), followed by sub-Saharan Africa (48 million)
and Latin America and the Caribbean (17.4 million). In terms of the ratio of
working to nonworking children, sub-Saharan Africa has the highest ratio of child
workers. There, about 29 percent of children younger than 15 are engaged in
economic activities. In developed countries, only about 2 percent of children
below the age of 15 are economically active.

The second ILO category, “child laborers,” refers to child workers under the
internationally agreed minimum ages for specific kinds of work, but any working
child younger than 12 or 13 is considered a laborer. Children between the ages
of 12 and 14 may also be classified as “child laborers” if they do light work for
more than 14 hours per week. The ILO defines “light work” as work that is not
harmful to children’s physical development and health and does not interfere
with their education. By this definition, an estimated 166 million child laborers
are under age 15. Here, too, boys are more likely than girls to be child laborers,
particularly in the older age group (15 to 17), where 57 percent are boys.

The third ILO category, children engaged in “hazardous work,” is defined as
“any activity or occupation that has, or leads to, adverse effects on the child’s
safety, health (physical or mental), and moral development.” Hazardous work
may also refer to excessive workloads or long or intense periods of work, even
if the work itself is not hazardous. Some examples of hazardous work for
children are mining, construction, working with heavy machinery, exposure to
pesticides, and work underwater, at dangerous heights, or in confined spaces.

The ILO estimates that nearly 126 million children work in hazardous situations.
This figure accounts for somewhat less than half the total number of
economically active children but more than two-thirds of the world’s child
laborers. For all age groups, slightly more than half of boys and somewhat less
than half of girls were working in hazardous conditions.
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The final category, “children in unconditional worst forms of child labor,” includes
human trafficking, forced and bonded labor, armed conflict, prostitution and
pornography, and criminal activities. A United Nations survey issued in 2002
reported that about 8.4 million children are in this category worldwide. About
1.2 million children are trafficked to and from all regions of the world. Boys are
more often trafficked for forced labor (especially in commercial farming), petty
crimes, and the drug trade, whereas girls are likely to be trafficked for
commercial sexual exploitation and domestic service.

An estimated 5.7 million children are engaged in forced and bonded labor.
About 5.5 million of these reside in the Asia-Pacific region, although Africa and
Latin America also have many. Some 300,000 children, mostly boys, are forced
to serve in wars, mostly in Africa and the Asia-Pacific region. About 1.8 million
children in all regions of the world are engaged in prostitution and pornography.
Both tourists and domestic clients exploit child prostitutes. Finally, about
600,000 children are engaged in illicit activities, including petty crimes and
especially the production and trafficking of drugs.

Rates of child labor reported in 2006 indicate declines of about 11 percent
worldwide from previous surveys. The decline was sharpest in Latin America,
with somewhat narrower decreases in Asia and no decrease in sub-Saharan
Africa. ILO officials attribute the worldwide decline to efforts by the United
Nations and member countries to address the problems of child laborers. The
lack of decline in sub-Saharan Africa, however, can be attributed to the
devastating effects of HIV/AIDS on the adult population, forcing children to
support their families.  Read the Document on myanthrolab.com

Labor and Social Status
The relationship between labor and social status is reflected in relative
contributions to subsistence, which affect social prestige and influence. For
example, in societies where men have higher social status than women and
perform most of the subsistence work, their higher social standing may be
attributed to their contributions to their households as producers. In contrast,
women’s lesser social standing may result from their relatively minor
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contributions to the food supply. Performing a major share of productive work
does not necessarily translate into social prestige or power, as in the case of
slavery. In the Caribbean and the southern United States, for instance, African
slaves in the eighteenth and first half of the nineteenth centuries were the
primary subsistence workers and also produced most of the crops intended for
external trade. However, they clearly did not benefit from their labor in terms of
greater social prestige. The determinants of social power stem more from
control over labor and the right or authority to exert control, manage productive
forces, and distribute the products. For example, monarchs, nobles, and other
members of elite classes control and benefit from the labor of others. Finally, in
many large-scale industrial societies, some people accumulate wealth and
power from the labor of others and do little or no productive work themselves.

Distributing and Exchanging Products
and Services

Once goods, whether foodstuffs or manufactures, are produced, they enter into
patterns of distribution and consumption. Because societies are organized on
principles of interdependence in cooperation and competition, individuals must
always be connected to others in networks of distribution. Systems of exchange
include reciprocity, defined in Chapter 6  as giving and taking “in kind”
between individuals and families, as in simple spontaneous gift exchange or in
the exchange of services rendered during different phases of the life cycle; for
example, as parents aid and support their young children, adult children may aid
and support their elderly parents. Reciprocity can be far from simple, however.
Networks of reciprocal relations may be complex and of long standing. For
example, in the Trobriand Islands of Melanesia, complicated patterns of
interisland trade linked people through the exchange of ritual items (necklaces
and armbands), as well as food and other goods.

Types of Reciprocity

492



Members of families and households may be intertwined in recurring series of
exchanges, a type of distribution called generalized reciprocity. In 
generalized reciprocity , goods and services are exchanged, but the value
of the products or services given and received is not exactly or objectively
calculated. There may be an expectation that goods and services will be given
and received frequently and will have approximately equivalent worth, but the
frequency and the amount of value are not specified. Many exchanges between
parents and children, for example, are examples of generalized reciprocity.
Distribution of food in some societies likewise involves principles of generalized
reciprocity, as in the exchanges of foraging peoples such as the Inuit and
Ju/’hoansi. Through generalized reciprocity, all families become both givers and
receivers of food over time.

generalized reciprocity

The exchange of goods and services without keeping
track of their exact value, but often with the expectation
that their value will balance out over time.

Some exchanges are characterized by balanced reciprocity , in which
exchanges more closely specify the value and the time at which an exchange
will take place. The mutual giving and receiving of gifts at birthdays or religious
holidays and the informal exchanges of clothing or objects are examples of
balanced reciprocity. Balanced reciprocity characterizes exchanges between
people of equal social status who are not kin.

balanced reciprocity

Exchange of goods and services of a specified value at
a specified time and place.
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potlatch

Ceremonial feast, characteristic of indigenous Pacific
Northwest coast societies, during which hosts
distributed to guests a great deal of food and goods
that had been accumulated over many months or years.

Case Study The Potlatch: An Example of Economic and
Social Reciprocity

An example of a complex system of reciprocity, called the potlatch , was
prevalent in indigenous societies of the Pacific Northwest coast. The
Kwakwaka’wakw (known previously as the Kwakiutl) now live on reserves and
in communities in British Columbia, Canada. They formerly were a cultural and
linguistic group made up of approximately thirty independent “tribes” that each
occupied a separate territory. They were foragers, but not nomadic. An
abundance of wild resources, especially fish and other sea products, land
animals, plants, fruits, and berries allowed the Kwakwaka’wakw to live in
permanent villages containing hundreds of residents.
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People of highest status constituted the informal leadership of kin groups and
villages. Chiefs received portions of animal, fish, and plant products obtained by
members of their group and were usually exempt from subsistence tasks.
Chiefs organized cooperative activities, such as house building, but individuals
acting alone did most hunting and fishing. Chiefs were also representatives of
their lineages in the system of potlatching or feasting that served to validate
people’s social standing.

Potlatches (from the Chinookan word for “to give”) were feasts to which
relatives, community members, and high-ranking chiefs were invited. They were
held to celebrate life-cycle transitions (birth, naming, puberty, marriage, death),
the building of new houses, and the naming of new chiefs. As part of the
potlatch, the host, who had accumulated goods over many months or even
years, gave food and gifts to the invited guests. High-ranking chiefs also
received gifts such as bowls, dishes, and ceremonial objects. The host sought
to distribute more wealth than other hosts had given out at potlatches. By doing
this, the host raised and secured his social standing. Then subsequent hosts
who had been guests at one potlatch would attempt to match or outdo the
generosity of the previous host to validate or raise his own social status.
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A significant goal in potlatching, therefore, was for one to give more than one
received, but both economic and social goods were being negotiated. Hosts
gave away material goods in exchange for greater social prestige. Helen
Codere (1950) gives perhaps one of the best definitions of the potlatch:

“Potlatching” is more than any single potlatch. The public distribution of property by an
individual is a recurrent climax in an endless series of cycles of accumulating property—
distributing it in a potlatch—being given property—again accumulating and preparing. The
whole potlatch system is a composition of these numerous individual potlatch cycles.

In addition to its social and symbolic value, the potlatch cycle thus served
economic functions. In days of feasting, food was distributed along with
blankets and other surplus wealth. People of high status could recirculate these
goods when they hosted potlatches, but lower-ranking people used them in their
domestic consumption. This system of exchange maintained the entire society. 

 Read the Document on myanthrolab.com

In Their Own Voices

“Free to Do as You Like”
In this excerpt from his autobiographical novel, Fragments of Memory: A
Story of a Syrian Family, Hanna Mina describes the plight of
sharecroppers in his homeland, bound to and dependent on landlords
who extract most of the profits from the farmers.

Ever since February, Mother had been gathering the hen eggs with great
care. We were living and working as day laborers in a field belonging to
the village mukhtar [headman]. It was a small field, empty except for
mulberry trees. Our only duty was raising silkworms during the silk
season. It was a raw deal that Father had contracted with the mukhtar. .
. . He didn’t succeed here either but he was forced into it. . . . He had to
find shelter somewhere, so he agreed to take the abandoned field. The
mukhtar opened a page for us in his debt ledger. The first thing he put
down in it, against the account of the silk harvest, was five kilos of mixed
sorghum and barley, a few meters of unbleached cotton and a few
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articles like salt, oil, kerosene and soap. He also advised Father to be a
faithful share cropper who knows his obligations and pays his debts.
Father raised his hand to his forehead and then placing it over his heart
said, “At your service, Mr. Elias!” . . .

Our house was a rectangle built of unbaked clay bricks, divided into two
parts by a wall. One part was for animals, the other for living in. Since
we possessed no animals, that part remained empty. Hens that relatives
had generously bestowed upon Mother ran around and pecked there. In
one corner we piled up firewood and dung, and in another near a small
window high in the wall was a hearth made of stones and clay.

Father began, with the help of the family, the cultivation of the land and
the care of the mulberry trees by borrowing a neighbor’s animal. Before
the work was finished, a messenger arrived from the mukhtar asking for
Father. So he went only to be told that he must work in his fields first and
that Mother must work in the mukhtar’s house. Father raised his hand to
his forehead, lowered it and placing it over his heart said, “At your
service, Mr. Elias!”
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Although the parents worked hard as sharecroppers, their precarious
situation worsened because synthetic silk made in India undersold
natural silk. The landlord shut down silkworm production, forcing
sharecroppers to leave.

So we bundled up the belongings we had left, and our parents went to
inform the mukhtar that we were leaving.

We could have left covertly at night or in the early morning without our
departure arousing anyone’s attention or interest.

In this 1960s photograph, a family and their neighbors in Balakan,
Azerbaijan, reel silk by hand from silkworm cocoons they have harvested
from their mulberry trees. Craft specialization in transitional economies is
risky for landless families because their income is dependent on a stable
market in which to sell their product—but market forces are beyond their
control.

The surrounding houses were empty, the mulberry groves were being cut
down and burned or their trunks gathered for wood. The paths were filled
with columns of travelers on the backs of animals or in carts drawn by
donkeys or cows. The fathers who lacked these means carried their
things on their backs, dragging their children along, fleeing from hunger,
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fear, and thieves, traveling together to be safe from highway robbers
who lay in wait for them in the valleys and the foothills of the mountains.

It was possible for us, in this state of collective emigration, this mutual
dissolution of contracts to forsake our mud hut and the mulberry grove,
empty except for the whistling wind, and flee the whole village without
letting anyone know and without anyone asking about us. But our oldest
sister was with the mukhtar. Considering her to be payment for the debt,
he had tightened his watch over her since learning that Father had
returned and that we were on the point of leaving since it had become
impossible for us to stay on.

Father’s lengthy beseeching diatribe, Mother’s tearful entreaties, and
requests from those who were acquainted with our circumstances and
sympathized with us, were of no avail. The mukhtar spurned them all. He
would not give us anything to eat and could not cope with us remaining
hungry. We were of no use to him as fellahin [peasant farmers]. So he
made it known that we were free to leave, but as far as our sister was
concerned, he would keep her until we paid our debt.

“You’re free to do as you like!” said the mukhtar. The landowners had
said that before him, and he said it to other fellahin beside us. The
sweet word “freedom” had become frightening, meaning no money, no
food and no concern for the unpredictable destiny of the families who had
lived on raising silkworms. The arrival of artificial silk was finishing off
them and the silkworms together.

Therefore the word “free” became an odious term to the fellahin, who
came from their fields seeking aid from the owners of the fields. As a
consequence, they rejected this term, bringing up the matter of their
servitude being in exchange for certain conditions, among which was the
stipulation that they should be sustained until winter was over and the
growing season arrived.
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From Hanna Mina, Fragments of Memory: A Story of a Syrian Family, pp. 19–20, 88–
89. © 1993. Reprinted by permission of the Center for Middle Eastern Studies, the
University of Texas at Austin.
Critical Thinking Questions

Why were Hanna and his family not really free to do as they
wanted? What patterns in agricultural societies lead to social
inequality?

Balanced and generalized reciprocity are similar in their social basis and
principle of equivalence; for example, items or services given or received are
roughly equal in value. Furthermore, in addition to distributing food and material
items, reciprocal exchanges are symbolic affirmations of social relationships. By
exchanging goods and services, people enact their mutual interdependence.

A third type of reciprocity, negative reciprocity , characterizes exchanges in
which some parties receive more than they have given. Negative reciprocity is
rarely found within families or among members of small communities but is
typical of trade or market exchanges in which the goal is profit. Negative
reciprocity is common between strangers or enemies. However, negative
reciprocity may occur among people in the same community who operate on the
principle of competition. Trade exchanges called barter may be based on
negative reciprocity. In barter , people trade a product they have in excess to
obtain an item they need but do not produce themselves. Capitalist economic
systems are based on negative reciprocity. For example, manufacturers and
providers of services strive to sell their goods at prices that exceed the costs of
producing those goods, earning them a profit and increasing their wealth.

negative reciprocity

Exchange of goods and services in which each party
seeks to benefit at the expense of the other, thus
making a profit.
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barter

An exchange of products in which one person gives one
type of product in exchange for another type of product.

Have you ever bartered services or products?

In Sumatra, horticulturalists still barter for manufactured goods, especially
hunting tools, or even for tourists’ personal objects.

Redistributive Networks
The Pacific Northwest potlatch is an example of a system of redistribution. In 
redistributive networks , an organizer collects produce and other goods and

501



then distributes them to community members or guests at a large public
gathering. The occasions for redistribution are many. Ceremonial events,
especially those marking rites of passage (birth, marriage, death), may provide
the context for redistribution by the host to the guests, as in the potlatch.
Political events, such as installations of chiefs in Melanesia and Polynesia, are
occasions for redistribution as the new leaders or their relatives provide
giveaways displaying their generosity and at the same time attracting loyal
followers. In some early states that had agriculture as an economic base, such
as the Inca, central governments collected surplus produce and other goods,
stored them in granaries and warehouses, and distributed them to needy people
in times of poor harvests or other catastrophe.

redistributive networks

Economic systems in which an organizer amasses food
and other goods and then distributes to community
members or guests at large public gatherings.

In contemporary societies, state governments organize networks of
redistribution. One of the state’s functions is to collect taxes, now paid in
money, from its citizens to fund and support public projects and programs. In
theory, the value of these monies is returned to citizens in public services such
as road construction, water supplies, schools, justice systems, and defense. In
practice, however, systems of redistribution based on taxation are often flawed
or work imperfectly as leveling mechanisms. For example, in the United States,
the progressive income tax was developed to allocate people’s tax burdens
more equitably so that wealthier people paid a higher percentage of their
income in taxes than poorer people. The wealthiest people have many ways to
reduce their tax liability, however, so poorer people shoulder a
disproportionately higher tax burden. Conflicts over tax rates for wealthy people
current in the United States are examples of how complex and contentious
issues of redistribution can be.
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trade

System of exchange in which goods are exchanged for
either other goods or money.

Markets and Trade
Another form of redistribution is trade , in the form of either barter or market
exchange. As defined previously, barter is the exchange of goods between
individuals, each one supplying the other with produce, crafts, or other items.
People who engage in barter usually know one another. In some cases, they
may establish relatively formalized and permanent trading relationships, visiting
one another’s communities from time to time and exchanging their goods.
Market exchange, on the other hand, is usually impersonal and is based, in
principle, on fixed prices for goods. However, people buying and selling in local
and regional markets in many societies frequently haggle over prices in an
attempt to reach a compromise between the seller’s desire to get as much as
possible for the goods and the buyer’s desire to pay as little as possible.

In West African societies, local and regional markets function to redistribute
farm products and crafts among villagers who themselves lack mobility to obtain
a variety of goods. For example, among the Igbos of Nigeria, women are the
principal local traders, bringing their own and their husbands’ products to market
(Njoku 1990). Some women are part-time traders, combining their own farm
labor and their commercial activities. Part-time traders usually live in rural areas
where they have access to land. Other women are full-time specialists, working
in markets in urban areas. They are buyers and sellers, purchasing farm goods
and other products from people in rural areas and then selling them in town
markets. Some urban traders employ assistants to travel to the villages to buy
produce. Finally, foreign goods enter local and urban markets through the work
of large-scale importers and exporters. Most of these traders are men.
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The modern Igbo system of market exchange is partially financed by credit
associations. Some of these are based on kinship, whereas others bring
together unrelated traders who form credit unions (Njoku 1990, 106–07). In
one type of savings club, each member contributes a fixed amount of money at
specific times (for example, on market day). Then the full amount of money
collected each time is given to each member of the club in rotation. In addition,
money is available to members for emergencies. Some savings clubs lend
money to members, charging rates of interest for a fixed loan. Women traders
sometimes organize together to protect their rights and to support one another
with loans and credit.

Many subsistence farmers in Africa use simple technologies to cultivate their
fields. Here, a girl in Zimbabwe uses a digging stick to plant and weed her
crops.

Review
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An economic system involves interdependent systems of production,
consumption, allocation of land and resources, organization and
specialization of labor, and exchange. In systems of exchangebased
generalized reciprocity, people exchange goods and services of unequal
or unfixed value. In balanced reciprocity, equal exchanges are sought. In
negative reciprocity, people expect to get more than they give. Systems
of exchange also include redistributive networks, barter, trade, and
market transactions.

Market Economies and Capitalism
A market economy  is a system of allocating goods and services and
determining prices on the basis of market forces, such as supply and demand.
Thus, items in short supply and with high demand cost more to buy. In
contemporary societies, buying and selling of goods and services is negotiated
through a system of money exchange. Money, whether in the form of paper,
coin, precious metals, gems, or other material objects, is endowed with a
specific value. Societies might have special-purpose money, such as cowrie
shells, of fixed value that can be exchanged only for certain commodities, or
tokens or tickets good only for a particular event on a particular day. In
contrast, market economies rely on allpurpose money that can be exchanged
for any product or service at any time. This money is portable, durable,
divisible, abstract, and universal. Its value is calculated independently of any
particular exchange, therefore, and can be used as a measure of worth in any
exchange of goods, services, and labor. Money can even be used to
“commodify” (make into a commodity  to be bought and sold) essentially
noneconomic things, such as people, their talents, and events in their lives.
Market economies are based on these principles of measurement of the value
of goods and services. Markets as physical places for the exchange of
products, such as in local or regional markets, may exist in societies with all
kinds of subsistence strategies, even including foraging, simple farming, or
pastoralism.
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market economy

Economic system in which products are traded in
impersonal exchanges between buyers and sellers
using an all-purpose currency.

commodity

A product that can be sold or traded in return for money
or other products.

capitalism

An economic mode of production in which the goal is to
amass wealth in the form of money to gain control over
the means of production and then use this control to
accumulate even greater wealth.

Capitalism  is both an economic system based on money and markets and
an ideology based on the private and corporate ownership of the means of
production and distribution. Means of production include land, money, factories,
and the like, collectively called capital . Economies based on capitalism must
grow to survive, and growth is based on profits from buying and selling in
diverse markets. The greatest profits are made in free markets that are
unrestricted by industries or governments, and the greatest growth occurs as
profits are accumulated and reinvested in businesses. Thus, capitalist
economies favor business interests and state expansion for the purposes of
acquiring new capital, including land, raw materials, and inexpensive labor.
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Here, a Senegalese woman wears a traditional headpiece made of cowrie
shells. For centuries, West Africans used cowrie shells from the Indian Ocean
as currency.

Capitalism as an ideology-based economic system arose in Europe beginning in
the sixteenth century, based on the principles of private property, individual
rights, free trade, profit, and the amassing of wealth. By amassing wealth in the
form of money, some people are able to gain control of the means of production
and can then use this control to accumulate even greater wealth. The capitalist
mode of production differs in many significant ways from modes of production in
traditional indigenous societies. In contrast to economic relations in kin- and
community-based societies, capitalist economic relations are impersonal and
institutionalized. According to Karl Marx, these relations are facilitated through
the exchange of money, which, although seemingly abstract and neutral, “. . .
actually conceals, instead of disclosing, the social character of private labor,
and the social relations between individual producers” (1967, 76).
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Capitalist production is characterized by the following three fundamental
attributes (Plattner 1989):

Globalization

Today, farm products enter into complex systems of and
delivery to national and worldwide markets. Some of the
profits reaped from sale of produce are reinvested in
newer technologies that permit the production of even
greater surpluses, a cycle of profit and growth consistent
with the principles of capitalist economic production.

1. Workers do not control the means of production; they cannot by
themselves produce the goods they need for survival. In contrast to
subsistence farmers and artisans, workers in capitalist production are
dependent on the owners of factories or industries that organize and
produce goods and services.

2. Workers gain access to the means of production only through working for
wages. According to the classic Marxist paradigm, because of this
relationship, capitalist societies are divided into two basic classes:
owners of the means of production (capitalists) and workers (proletariat).
While some discussions of capitalism describe workers as “free” in the
sense that they can sell their labor independently of kinship or other
constraints, they are not free in that their lack of capital forces them to
work for wages.

3. Workers produce value that is greater than the wage paid to them. This 
surplus value  is retained by the owners of capital and contributes to
their profit (above the costs of maintaining the means of production). In
contrast to economic systems that strive for balance and stability in labor
output and the benefits reaped, capitalist systems strive for continual
increases in profits and rates of growth. Capitalists raise profits by
increasing the scale of production, purchasing more machinery, increasing
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the efficiency of production, investing in new technology, finding
inexpensive labor, and increasing labor output.

capital

Land, money, factories, and the like that support and
supply the materials needed for production.

surplus value

The amount of value that workers produce in capitalist
production that is greater than the wage paid to them.

Cultural beliefs and values support the principles and practices by which
economic systems operate. Ideological constructs that support capitalism
include the idea that benefits accruing to owners are “natural” and legitimate.
Owners deserve their wealth because they plan ahead, take risks, make
sacrifices, and work hard. In contrast, people who are poor are seen as
undeserving. Poverty, which actually results from fundamental social and
economic inequalities, is presented as the consequence of an individual’s
personal failings—lack of intelligence, laziness, or even moral deficiencies.
Through formal and informal enculturation and the reinforcement of political and
religious beliefs, most members of capitalist societies learn to accept their
“proper” roles without question. Members of elite classes expect to be
privileged, to have wealth, and to exert social and political power; in turn,
members of lower classes accept their comparative disadvantage.
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What values, beliefs, and practices support the type of economic system in
which Tokyo thrives?

Review
A market economy is based on supply and demand and the use of
money and other capital as mediums of exchange. A good, service, idea,
or even a person is treated as a commodity to be bought and sold. In
capitalism, workers are dependent on owners to organize and produce
goods and services, sell their labor for wages or salaries, and produce a
surplus value that the owners retain as profit. Capitalism is based on
private property and profits from the buying and selling of commodities in
free markets.

Impacts of Colonial Expansion,
Industrialism, and Globalization

510



The growth of capitalism depended on the exploitation of land, labor, natural
resources, and raw materials. Beginning in the fifteenth century, European
explorers, traders, soldiers, missionaries, and settlers traveled throughout the
world in an effort to acquire new territories, resources, markets, and souls.
Each colonial power had its specific goals but all shared a common purpose
and worldview, namely, to expand their national wealth and power. In the
process, they had to control and conquer other lands and peoples.

Through colonialism , conquered or dominated peoples were incorporated
into European economic systems as extractors of resources. In North America,
native peoples became enmeshed in trading networks directed by Dutch,
French, British, and Russian merchants, delivering animal furs in exchange for
manufactured goods. In Mexico, Central and South America, and the
Caribbean, indigenous peoples were forced to work on plantations and in mines
operated by Spanish and Portuguese owners. In Africa, people were extracted
as resources to be bought and sold along with gold and ivory. Many millions of
other people died from warfare, overwork, and disease as the direct and
indirect casualties of European colonial expansion.

colonialism

Policies in which countries establish colonies in distant
places to exploit their resources and labor, and possibly
to establish settlements of their own citizens abroad.

In Asia, European expeditions met powerful, centralized, and well-organized
states that they were not able to defeat militarily. Instead, Europeans developed
trading networks that brought resources and products to Asia from colonies in
other parts of the world. In exchange, they obtained Asian luxury items to sell in
Europe. Some indigenous peoples in all parts of the world readily and even
enthusiastically welcomed European traders, wanting to acquire manufactured
goods and luxury items. They willingly supplied the merchants with the
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resources, products, and people so much sought after in European and world
markets. The participation of many other indigenous peoples was not voluntary,
however.

European economic expansion was closely connected with nation building.
Governments controlled much of the trade, directly or through state-appointed
merchant organizations, and pursued policies of political and military intervention
to promote and protect their economic interests. These policies often led to
military invasions and wars of conquest, followed by the establishment of direct
colonial rule. Far-flung empires were established, with European powers
competing to acquire colonial possessions. The French and British claimed
much of North America, for example; the British claimed India while the Spanish
took most of South America and many European powers competed for control
of territories in Africa.

As colonial control spread throughout the world, capitalism and market
economies were introduced to peoples whose subsistence strategies were
based on foraging, pastoralism, and horticulture. Because economic systems
are integrated with other aspects of culture, changes in work and landholding
practices caused by colonialism and trade stimulated political, social, and
ideological transformations as well. These processes of globalization increased
cultural connections throughout the world. Chapters 16  and 17  will
address these topics further.

Globalization

The Europeans needed to develop markets to sell goods
manufactured in Europe and to expand markets for
materials extracted from their colonies. This dynamic
produced the complex economic system that we refer to as
globalization.
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Colonialism and the Exploitation of
Labor

Slavery was the most extreme form of colonial exploitation of labor of
indigenous peoples. Slavery deprived the victims of all rights to determine their
own labor, forced them to produce goods directed by their owners, and
expropriated all their products to be distributed and consumed according to the
wishes of their masters. In the eighteenth and first half of the nineteenth
centuries in the Caribbean and southern United States, the economic value
produced by slaves fueled the growing wealth of these regions but did not
benefit the workers themselves. From the beginning of the slave trade in the
fifteenth century until its end in the nineteenth century, some 10 million Africans
were forcibly sent to the Americas (Wolf 1982). Although the vast majority of
slaves in the Americas were taken from Africa, peoples indigenous to the
Americas were also systematically enslaved. For example, in the mid-eighteenth
century, the Spanish colonizers of what became California rounded up native
inhabitants and forced them to live and work at mission sites, growing grains,
fruits, and vegetables for the consumption of the Spanish settlers (Jackson
and Castillo 1995). They also raised livestock and produced textiles intended
for local and regional sale. When the United States government took control of
California, it disbanded the missions, but the practice of kidnapping and
enslaving native children and adults continued. By the time the practice ended in
1867, more than 4,000 Indian children had been taken (Castillo 1978, 109).

 View the Map World Colonial Empires, 1900 on
myanthrolab.com
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Spanish and Portuguese settlers used forced native labor to work on plantations
in Central and South America prior to the importation of slaves from Africa.
Native workers also mined silver, gold, and other metals. In Australia, New
Zealand, and the Pacific islands, colonial regimes forced indigenous peoples to
work on plantations under European control.

Another means of controlling indigenous labor was the imposition of colonial
taxes, for example, mandatory poll taxes , or head taxes. Because taxes had
to be paid in cash, people were compelled to seek wage employment in the
European-controlled economic sectors in their countries—in mines, plantations,
or service and construction jobs—or they grew crops for cash, removing land
from subsistence farming. Their crops thus entered national and international
markets under the control and distribution of colonial powers.

poll taxes

Taxes levied on households.

Ideologies that supported these practices focused on perceived benefits to the
native peoples. In the words of a member of the British Parliament, speaking in
1906, “Under all circumstances the progress of natives toward civilization is only
secured when they shall be convinced of the necessity and dignity of labor; and
therefore I think that everything we reasonably do to encourage the natives to
work is highly desirable” (Joseph Chamberlain, quoted in Wellington 1967,
250). In 1934, another British official stated, “As the natives were often
reluctant to leave their homes, a little gentle pressure was brought to bear upon
them with the introduction of a poll tax. This measure quite effectively stimulated
their desire for earning the white man’s money” (Eiselen 1934, 71). Comments
such as these show how colonial powers were able to rationalize the economic
exploitation of colonized peoples.
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Industrial Economies

Colonialism led to the spread of capitalism and market-based economies, which
increasingly relied on the mass production of commodities. Merchants, desiring
to increase their profits and to find new markets for their goods, promoted the
invention of new technologies that would increase productivity. Demand for
mass-produced goods also encouraged new technologies and the development
of the factory system, a hallmark of industrialism , the use of machinery to
produce goods. In Europe and the United States in the late eighteenth century,
innovations in production began a process that transformed agricultural
societies into industrial nations.

industrialism

The use of machines to produce products and foods.

Industrial production began in Great Britain as an outgrowth of cottage
piecework in the making of textiles and clothing. Women traditionally wove
woolen cloth and made garments for their families, in keeping with a domestic
division of labor between men and women in a farm household. Gradually,
women began to produce surplus cloth and garments for sale to merchants,
who bought up the products and sold them in regional and then national
markets. Initially, women were paid to produce the cloth and garments in their
homes. Eventually, cottage piecework shifted to factories, whose owners hired
workers and directed their labor on site, away from homes and household
duties. In some cases, entire families were hired to work in the factories.
However, to fulfill domestic and child-care responsibilities, many married women
dropped out of the labor force.

By 1820, manufacturing incorporated complex machinery and new sources of
energy. These innovations enabled workers to create more products in the
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same amount of time, and machine production replaced handwork. Labor
patterns shifted. The employment of children became inefficient because they
could not operate heavy or complicated equipment. In addition, public disclosure
of children’s illnesses and injuries caused by long working hours and unsafe
conditions led to demands for legal protections against the abuse of children.
Consequently, men and young women remained the primary factory employees.

Workers in a silk factory in Mysore, India.

In the United States, one of the first industries to develop was textile
manufacturing. In Massachusetts mill towns, for example, young women from
farm families worked to help their families buy a growing number of
commodities, such as shoes, household utensils, and tools. Unmarried
daughters were available for factory jobs because their labor was not as critical
to agricultural production on the family farm as that of sons.
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industrial agriculture

Application of industrial technology and chemicals to
farming for increased productivity.

By the use of machines and powerful energy sources (coal, steam, electricity)
to produce goods, industrial processes have vastly increased the efficiency and
growth of commodity production. Increased production makes higher levels of
consumption possible, and consumption creates demand, which, in turn, fuels
more production. That is, the more goods that are produced, the greater the
demand; and the greater the demand, the more goods are produced. Our
attitudes about consumption are shaped by this cycle, which reflects the needs
of a capitalist economy. We are given every incentive to consume and to believe
that we need to consume more. In other words, demand is artificially created
and maintained through an ideology that promotes the acquisition of material
goods as the means of achieving pleasure and progress.

What do you think about your role as a consumer in a capitalist
economy?

Industrial Agriculture

Industrial agriculture  is characterized by six general features (Bartlett
1989): (1) increased use of complex technology, leading to increased
replacement of human labor with machinery and increased use of fossil fuels as
sources of energy in production; (2) increased role of state agencies in farm
production policies; (3) a tendency toward competition among producers; (4)
specialization of crop production; (5) overproduction of farm products; and (6)
increased interdependence between farm units and the corporations that control
machinery, sales, processing, and transport.
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Mechanization has become part of nearly all agricultural processes, from
planting to weeding and harvesting. Many small farmers cannot afford to invest
in all of the new machinery available and, therefore, are threatened by large,
corporate-run farms, or agribusinesses. Chemicals are also increasingly
expensive, putting a strain on the budgets of small farmers. They pose a threat
as well in the contamination of water and the destruction of ecosystems.
Chemical use also harms farmworkers. A study carried out in the 1980s showed
that corn farmers in Iowa and Nebraska had a 44 percent to 63 percent greater
risk of leukemia than the general population (Bartlett 1989). Furthermore,
agricultural chemicals are potentially harmful to anyone who consumes food
treated with chemicals. The industrial conditions under which poultry and
livestock are grown and slaughtered can result in outbreaks of illness from
dangerous bacteria like Salmonella and Escherichia coli. The use of antibiotics
in the poultry and livestock industries contributes to the emergence of immune
strains of those same bacteria (ibid.).

Does your local store sell irradiated or genetically engineered foods? Do
you think these foods should be labeled accordingly?

Genetic engineering and irradiation of foods have become standard, but
controversial, processes. Genetic engineering modifies the genetic codes
inherent in the foods to produce strains that have particular market advantages,
such as more even textures or tougher skins on fruits and vegetables so that
they will not be bruised in transport from fields to stores. According to the
Centers for Disease Control, ionizing irradiation eliminates disease-causing
bacteria and parasites. Although some people favor these processes, others
fear potential danger because of the manipulation of genetic codes for
foodstuffs and the introduction of possibly harmful substances.

Energy usage has increased significantly in industrial agriculture. For example,
although 2.2 pounds (1 kilogram) of a breakfast cereal provides 3,600 calories
of food energy, 15,675 calories are required to produce and transport that 1
kilogram (Bartlett 1989). The processes involved in growing, packaging,
processing, and transporting food, in other words, expend far more energy than
the food provides in calories.
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Industrial production of farming has led to a decline in the number of varieties of
crops. For example, by the 1990s, “. . . only six varieties of corn accounted for
46 percent of the crop, nine varieties of wheat made up half of the wheat crop,
and two types of peas made up 96 percent of the pea crop” (Union of
Concerned Scientists 2008). In addition, as an example of the influence of
market forces, more than half of the land throughout the entire world that is
planted with potatoes is devoted to growing only one variety of potato, the one
utilized by McDonald’s. The declining number of varieties of foods has a
nutritional cost in narrowing the range of vitamins, minerals, and other dietary
essentials available. In addition, it makes large segments of the productive
system vulnerable to pests that might destroy specific crops. Increased
pesticide use is then a technological response that also carries dangers to the
consumers and the environment.

The U.S. government influences agricultural production by implementing tax laws
that favor capital investment over labor. Tax benefits are provided for
investments in farming technology and research. The government also directly
subsidizes agricultural research that leads to increased mechanization, genetic
engineering of plants, and other scientific processes. And government programs
subsidize the production (and overproduction) of particular crops. Intense
capital investment and competition have led to a sharp drop in the number of
farms in the United States. Government programs also encourage the
integration of plant and animal production. For example, most of the corn grown
in the United States goes to feed livestock. Thus, promoting the consumption of
meat also aids farmers who grow corn.
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Industrial agriculture, using complex machinery, increasingly replaces
laborintensive production techniques used by family farmers.

Practices involved in industrial agriculture also lead to health risks for
consumers, especially due to high levels of chemicals, fertilizers, and
contamination of food. Recent food recalls in the United States of eggs,
tomatoes, and spinach are just some of the latest examples of the risks
engendered by the drive to produce huge quantities of foods without careful
oversight. Some of these contaminated foods led to hospitalizations and even
deaths of consumers. And as Eric Schlosser (2008) demonstrates in Fast Food
Nation, diets around the world have become more limited and less nutritious
because of the concentration of foods grown for multinational companies.

In many parts of the world, industrial agriculture undermines the stability of
subsistence farming. In Africa and Latin America, household farming for
subsistence has become precarious, as owners of large plantations have
succeeded in putting pressure on local farmers to sell their land. Smallholders
are caught in the bind of needing cash to buy clothing, household goods,
equipment, and food. As their household economies become insecure, people
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need to obtain cash either through employment or sale of their land.
Employment is difficult to find in rural communities, so many people opt to leave
their homes, temporarily or permanently, and migrate to towns and cities to find
jobs. However, rampant urban growth, especially in developing regions of the
world, has led to the spread of slums, deteriorating health conditions, and
increasing rates of urban crime.

Culture Change

Deforestation, Environmental Change, and

Resource Sustainability
Throughout human history, economic activities that people have
undertaken to survive have affected their environments and resources.
Even foraging peoples affect the resources they use by selectively
gathering or hunting different species of plants or animals in different
locations at different times of the year. Farmers have more sustained
techniques of environmental modification. Swidden farming utilizes slash-
and-burn strategies to clear fields and enrich the soil. Intensive
agriculturalists modify the land even more to extract ever-increasing
yields from it. Environmental change resulting from human occupation is,
therefore, nothing new. However, the scope and rapidity of change today
are unprecedented and frequently negative, destroying environmental
equilibrium and resources, threatening the survival of indigenous
communities, and potentially leading to worldwide shortages of food and
other resources. For example, Michael Williams (2003) reports that the
rate of global loss of forest cover was only 1.94 percent per year
between 1700 and 1849, jumping to 11.52 percent per year by 1950, and
increasing again to 15.10 percent per year in 1995 (2003, 396). Until the
early twentieth century, most forest loss occurred in temperate climates,
but since then, the decline in tropical regions has far outpaced temperate
losses.
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Clear-cutting for commercial timber results in deforestation that can have
widespread environmental and economic consequences.

Many factors contribute to environmental degradation. The sheer growth
in human populations puts added stress on land and resources. The
intensification of industrial agriculture, turning vast amounts of acreage
over to production of foods and other crops, has led to the loss both of
land for subsistence farming and of animal and plant species. Oil,
mineral, and timber companies are also major contributors to
environmental exploitation, particularly to deforestation and water
pollution.

The effects of these processes are especially evident in tropical
countries that have been used for centuries as sites of resource
extraction. The desire for their products has grown since the mid-
twentieth century as consumer demands have broadened and deepened.
Consumerism in the United States was the principal catalyst for this
increase, but more recently, worldwide consumption is responsible for
the exploitation of tropical resources. Richard Tucker (2007) identifies the
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production of sugarcane and bananas in the Caribbean, coffee in South
America, rubber and timber extraction in the tropical rain forests, and
cattle ranching in Latin America as the major culprits. Throughout much of
the twentieth century, multinational corporations exploited tropical
resources with few or no environmental safeguards. Middle-class and
elite affluence accelerated during this period without concern for
ecological consequences in distant lands (Tucker 2007, 218).

By the 1970s, unrestrained deforestation led to the strengthening of
conservation groups, whose alarm began to reach a worldwide audience.
Governments in many newly independent tropical countries also used
conservation rhetoric as an argument to manage their own resources.
However, postcolonial governments have often formulated policies that,
although sounding protective, in fact exploit resources to the point of
causing ecological damage. For example, the Indonesian government has
promoted the policy of turning natural forests into forest plantations that
produce specific types of trees for timber exports (Peluso 1992, 5).
However, the government allows multinational corporations that have little
regard for sustainability to extract these woods even though international
conventions outlaw trade in woods that have not been “sustainably
harvested” (Intrator 2007, 27). The land rights of indigenous peoples
and their access to forest resources are routinely ignored. Indonesian
government agencies that control the extraction of forest resources allot
contracts to companies and receive revenue from their operations. Local
residents have no say in this system (Peluso 1992, 10). In Indonesia,
and in Central and South America, state forest management is often
linked to national development plans that view indigenous subsistence
strategies as obstacles to affluence. However, indigenous communities
continue to occupy some of these forests. On the Indonesian island of
Java alone, 6,000 “forest villages” are located in or adjacent to state
forests (Peluso 1992, 23).

The Amazonian region has become representative of global
deforestation. The Amazon basin encompasses parts of Brazil, Peru,
Bolivia, Colombia, Ecuador, and Venezuela (in descending order of
acreage). Deforestation in the region has multiple interrelated causes. In
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Brazil, colonial settlement began the destructive process along coastal
forests to establish plantations for sugar, cotton, cocoa, and coffee in the
1500s (Williams 2003, 464). In the latter half of the twentieth century,
peasants seeking land for farming and cattle ranching invaded the
Amazon. Here, as elsewhere, rural poverty and deforestation are
intertwined. Governments encouraged settlement and economic
development to improve the standards of living of some of their poorest
citizens.

Timber companies are also responsible for forest loss in the Amazon.
Between 1970 and 1990, between 8.2 percent and 9.6 percent of the
forested area there had been cut (Williams 2003, 480). Rates of
clearing continue to destroy the Amazon forests with no effective
safeguards. For example, in the Madre de Dios region of Amazonian
Peru, stands of big-leaf mahogany are rapidly disappearing. This wood is
a highly popular variety for the manufacture of furniture in particular.
Approximately 80 percent of Peruvian mahogany is destined for U.S.
markets (Intrator 2006, 27). By 2005, there was a loss of about 50
percent of the range of mahogany in Peru, with another 28 percent
decrease predicted by 2015. Although Peruvian and international laws
forbid trading in mahogany that is not sustainably harvested, little actual
oversight takes place. According to the text of a cable sent in 2006 by
United States embassy in Peru, and released by WikiLeaks in 2011, the
U.S. ambassador estimated that about 70 to 90 percent of Peruvian
mahogany exports were illegal (Dudenhoefer 2011, 30). Loggers
continue to illegally enter the region, set up camps, build roads, and cut
trees. In addition to the environmental destruction, their activities infringe
on the territories and livelihoods of at least eleven groups of indigenous
peoples who inhabit the region.

Deforestation also contributes to climate change. Loss of trees leads to
declines in rainfall, causing droughts and land erosion. Forest clearing
also releases carbon into the atmosphere, which increases temperatures
(Williams 2003, 430–34).
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In some tropical countries, indigenous resistance to state control is
manifested both in acts of sabotage and in the growth of organizations to
promote sustainable resource management. As a result, governments
have begun to work with local communities to develop systems of “social
forestry” that take into account local knowledge and needs for
sustainable development. However, indigenous communities have only
limited participation in planning and implementing these programs.

Opposition to central state management of resources is not simply
because of opposition to development. Indeed, indigenous communities
may favor development to improve their standards of living (Kirsch 2006;
2007). However, they may want guarantees that their resources,
particularly the quality of the land and water, are sustained rather than
degraded. For example, complex issues of development and
sustainability have arisen in Papua New Guinea in communities near the
Ok Tedi gold and copper mine that began operating in 1984. By the late
1980s, particulate pollution from the mine was destroying trees and
gardens. By 2007, more than one billion metric tons of finely ground
metal tailings had been released into the Ok Tedi River (Kirsch 2007,
305). The affected area of rain forest currently comprises more than 579
square miles and is expected to more than double (Kirsch 2007, 308).
The government of Papua New Guinea supports the operation of the
mine, the source of 18 percent of the country’s foreign exchange revenue
(Kirsch 2007, 309).

The Yonggum people, indigenous inhabitants of the region, protested
against the mining company because of the harm done to their
subsistence. Their goal is containment and proper disposal of mine
tailings, not closure of the mine, because they favor the jobs and
revenues the mine can provide. The Yonggum understand the struggle in
terms of principles of reciprocity and responsibility and the dire
consequences of failed relationships (Kirsch 2006, 25). For them, the
rain forest is a world full of communication between themselves and the
animals with which they share it. Indeed, they believe people can assume
the shape and knowledge of animals (ibid.). The Yonggum’s concepts of
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sustainability, therefore, are intertwined with social and religious
practices and values.

Conflicts between state agencies and indigenous peoples also occur over
traditional subsistence practices. For example, for centuries, subsistence
farmers have used fire to clear fields for planting and to control invasive
species. These practices are particularly effective in the African savanna,
but in Zambia, for instance, the state views fire as destructive, an
attitude it inherited from colonial authorities (Eriksen 2007). In tropical
and savanna drylands, however, fire and other natural factors such as
drought actually support and encourage the coexistence of multiple types
of vegetation. By shaping their natural environment through fire,
Zambians increase their subsistence base, providing land for planting,
vegetation for animals, and weed control (Eriksen 2007, 23).

In some regions, reviving indigenous practices can reclaim lands that
have been deforested and eroded. For example, Mixtec farmers in
Oaxaca, Mexico, are slowly reclaiming their land by planting trees,
building terraces of stone walls on the hillsides, and digging ditches along
the slopes of the hills to capture rainwater. They are also planting corn,
beans, and squash together in native fashion, a practice that improves
the nutrient content of the soil and reduces insect pests. Since beginning
this project, the Mixtec have tripled or quadrupled their yield (Malkin
2008).

In the Guatemala highlands, indigenous Kiche Maya people have
sustained their forests by using traditional methods of control, in contrast
to an estimated 75 percent loss of forest cover in the country as a whole
(Camp 2008, 28). The Kiche Maya rely on their forests for growing
crops in clearings and using woods to make household goods and crafts.
One of their principal means of control is community and collective
responsibility for the forests. Even though most of the forested lands
have been divided into small parcels owned by individual families, their
use is overseen by community boards that have the authority to grant or
reject permission to cut down trees or clear fields. In addition, fields are
not permitted near watercourses. And when harmful insects infest the
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forest, rather than using toxic chemicals, several hundred people work
together to crush the beetles. Village and regional boards also can fine
people who violate community regulations or pollute water sources.

An important and frequently overlooked issue in environmental
degradation is access to potable water. As industrial development,
resource extraction, and mining move further into forests, waterways
become polluted from runoff and waste products. Indigenous strategies
for sustainable supplies of clean water are defenseless against these
new pollutants (Lutz 2006), which threaten the health of the people and
their subsistence in their own lands.

The World Summit on Sustainable Development, held in 2002, affirmed
international conventions linking “environmental degradation, poverty
reduction, indigenous rights, and access to education, health services
and employment” (Carter 2008, 63). To make these linkages real,
governments committed themselves to working with local communities
when planning and implementing development schemes. Anthropologists
and other social scientists can participate by carrying out research in
communities affected by the environmental and economic consequences
of development projects. This research can reveal how indigenous
peoples see the projects and advocate for their concerns, so that local
participation is meaningful and effective (Carter 2008, 64).

In many countries, indigenous peoples are working out agreements with
governments to gain recognition of rights to resources and to continue
and develop sustainable economies. These initiatives are especially
significant in Bolivia, Peru, and Colombia, where indigenous lands are
being demarcated and protected (Aylwin 2007, 14–15). Although the
pace of demarcation is not always swift, the policies at least establish
principles that can form the basis of meaningful negotiation and action.

Social Consequences of Capitalism and
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Industrialism

Social inequalities increase in capitalist economies based on industrialism. This
raises the question of whose needs are satisfied by socioeconomic systems.
Unlike in foraging, pastoral, or horticultural economies, the needs of some
people in a capitalist economy are satisfied much more than those of others.
Another question is to what extent the general affluence of capitalist economies
compared to other kinds of economies gives people more leisure and security,
as is commonly believed. Anthropologists have tried to answer this question.
For example, in a comparison of middle-class French people and members of
the Machiguenga society in Peru, Allen Johnson (1978) points out that
horticulturalists like the Machiguenga spend less time in subsistence work and
have more leisure time than workers in modern industrial nations. Johnson
compared the ways in which French and Machiguenga people spend their time
in production (of goods and services), in consumption (using consumption
goods, as in eating and leisure activities), and free time (idleness, rest, and
chatting). Johnson found that French men spent more time in production than
any other group, while Machiguenga women spent the least time producing.
Machiguenga men and French women spent about the same amount of time in
production, less than French men but more than Machiguenga women. In
addition, French people spent far more time in consumption than the
Machiguenga, about three to five times as much, in fact. In contrast, the
Machiguenga had much more leisure time than did the French.

 Listen to the Audio: Economists Explain how to Save
Capitalism on myanthrolab.com

Globalization
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Western consumerism has infiltrated developing
countries (Dannaeuser 1989). In Latin America,
Asia, and Africa, Western-style shopping malls

satisfy the demands of the rising numbers of the middle
class. Products with the greatest demand include home
appliances, TVs, computers, and other electronic
equipment.

consumerism

Culture of consumption of goods and services.

Johnson and others have also pointed out that people’s ideas about their needs
and satisfactions are subjective and culturally constructed. For example,
although North Americans and Europeans consume more goods and services
than any other group, they often feel a shortage of time. Consumption provides
pleasure and excitement, but people sometimes do not enjoy it because they
feel pressed for time, needing to keep busy schedules, and cram as much as
possible into a day. Time itself is treated as a commodity. In English, metaphors
for time as a commodity include “spending time,” “saving time,” “having time for
[something]” (Lakoff and Johnson 1980).

Consumerism , which is the culture of consumption, has grown among all
economic classes in all parts of the world. The expansion of consumer credit
enables people without cash on hand to accumulate household and personal
possessions that represent a lifestyle above their means. The extent of
consumer debt in the United States and elsewhere reveals the power of
culturally constructed demand, including the desire to display the trappings of
wealth and prestige. For example, American households carry about $8,000 in
credit card debt annually. According to the Federal Reserve, U.S. consumer
debt in February 2011 stood at $2.4 trillion, or more than $20,000 per
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household, not including mortgage debt (Federal Reserve 2011). Consumer
debt grew at a rate of 5.5 percent annually. The U.S. national debt is currently
the highest in history and continues to increase.

An important difference in consumer spending between the developed and
developing countries is the fact that the developed countries have a strong
domestic industrial base, whereas most of the developing world lacks national
industries. Therefore, spending in the developing world pays primarily for
imported goods, which tend to be more expensive. Developing countries often
lack the capital and infrastructure to build strong domestic industries, and so
become dependent on other nations for production and distribution of products
to their citizens. Local economies may be undermined as a result, as rural
subsistence farmers and artisans are put out of business by imported and
mass-produced goods.

By creating a perception of need, these advertisements in Vietnam contribute to
overspending and debt.

In the past 100 years, a dramatic shift has taken place in the types of work that
people do. A century ago, the vast majority of people in the world worked in the
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agricultural sector, either owning or working on a farm. Today, only a small
fraction of the population in many countries works in agriculture, as 
Tables 7.1  and 7.2  show.

Globalization

In a new trend, service jobs are now being exported, or
outsourced, from countries like the United States to
countries in the developing world, where labor costs are
less. As service industries and information technologies
increase, heavy industry declines, prompting some analysts
to refer to Western nations as “postindustrial.”

In Table 7.1 , “agriculture” includes all farming for commercial purposes as
well as full-time subsistence farmers; “industry” refers to heavy industry; and
“services” includes secretarial, sales, and information occupations. The figures
show that (1) participation in farming is lowest in the wealthiest regions with the
highest standards of living—developed economies and Europe; (2) conversely,
participation in farming is highest in the poorest regions—Africa and Asia; (3)
levels of industrial production are in an
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Table 7.1 Percent of Population Involved In Three Economic Sectors, 2007
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Table 7.2 Percentage of Gross Domestic Product (GDP) in Three
Econcomic Sectors
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inverse relationship with farming—where farming is high, industrial production is
low, and where farming is low, industrial production is high; and (4) service
employment is highest in the wealthiest regions. Table 7.2  indicates that
countries deriving greater percentages of their gross domestic product from
agriculture tend to have higher rates of poverty. Of course, government policies
also influence poverty rates.

Review
Native peoples across the world became enmeshed with European
market economies beginning in the fifteenth century. Through colonialism
and trade, the exploitation of native lands, resources, labor, and coercive
practices such as poll taxes and the mission system , capitalist and
industrial economies gradually came to dominate the growing present-
day global economy. Industrial agriculture and manufacturing have
replaced foraging, horticulturalism, and pastoralism in most regions of the
world. Industrialism increases efficiency and productivity through the use
of machines and automation. Increases in production lead to greater
wealth, and increases in consumption and consumerism further stimulate
economic growth. Over the past 100 years, service industries have
replaced agriculture and industrial manufacturing as the dominant
economic sector in wealthy postindustrial societies.

Comparing Subsistence Strategies
We tend to think that, because of its ability to feed so many billions of people,
modern industrial agriculture is superior to all earlier subsistence strategies.
However, as discussed in Chapter 6 , other strategies have their advantages
as well as disadvantages. Foragers do not have exclusive ownership of land
and resources. Division of labor is based on age and gender, though men and
women often share the same tasks. Labor specialization in foraging societies is
at the household level, with individuals doing craftwork for the family. Among
nomadic foragers, surpluses, when they occur, are consumed and shared with
the group to reinforce social ties.
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Foraging societies had the advantage of access to a complex and varied diet
from resources growing wild in different ecological niches. For example, the
Ju/’hoansi ate about 100 kinds of plants, fruits, and nuts in a yearly foraging
cycle. Offsetting this advantage, however, was their vulnerability to malnutrition
or starvation in years of severe drought or other environmental disaster.
Moreover, foragers’ dietary variety usually came at a price—the need to move
constantly. Nomadism puts a premium on good health because it is hard for the
frail, sick, and elderly to relocate frequently. It also puts a burden on pregnant
women and parents with young children. The need for mobility also prevents the
accumulation of surpluses of clothing, shelter, and tools and utensils.

The physical activity required by a nomadic lifestyle has health benefits of its
own. The kinds of infectious diseases that plague people living in close quarters
in settled communities were rare or absent among nomadic peoples. As they
moved, they left behind their garbage and bodily waste—another source of
disease. The small community size characteristic of foraging societies had the
advantage of minimizing pressure on resources and reducing interpersonal
tensions. The need to limit household size, however, may have been a burden
because of the need for aggressive birth control.

Pastoralists put more stake in the idea of land and animal ownership. Grazing
land may be owned by a collective (a family or group), with individuals owning
or having rights to the animals. Wealth and prestige are counted by the size of
one’s herd, so marked social differences may develop. Division of labor is
variable, but everyone’s work addresses the care and herding of the animals
and secondary production using animal products.

In horticultural societies, families or kin groups own and allocate land. Men clear
fields, cut trees, and burn brush. The division of labor for other subsistence
tasks varies from society to society. Part-time artisans are paid in goods or
food. Horticultural surpluses are stored against famines and disasters and are
redistributed to those in need.

Horticulture solves some of the problems of foraging. Farming provides people
with a stable source of food. Rather than relying on the fluctuating bounty of
nature, people grow their own crops. The security of horticulturalists is not
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absolute, however, because drought, insect infestation, flooding, or other
natural disasters may wipe out a season’s produce. For these reasons,
horticulturists try to obtain surpluses to rely on in bad years. Pastoralists solve
the uncertain success of hunting by maintaining their own herds of animals. In
contrast, hunters and fishers may or may not find the game they seek.
However, pastoralists must invest more labor and resources in maintaining their
herds than foragers do in hunting.

In most agricultural societies, individuals own and control land. Surpluses are
more common and may be hoarded or used to pay tribute or taxes to state
governments, which redistribute surpluses to those in need. Surpluses also
support full-time specialists, who do nonagricultural work in arts, crafts,
occupations, and professions.

Intensive agriculturists solve many of the problems engendered by other
subsistence strategies, but they also create additional difficulties. They solve
the problems of nomadism by establishing sedentary communities, but settled
life also has problems. Sedentary farmers usually have a much less varied diet
than foragers or people who utilize a mixed horticultural and foraging strategy.
The more limited variety of crops and foods potentially leads to the kinds of
diseases that result from the lack of certain nutrients. Sedentary communities
are also more vulnerable to epidemic diseases. With many people confined to
one place, their communities are subject to festering tensions or open conflicts
between groups and individuals. Agriculturists do, however, have a striking
advantage in that they are able to use increasing numbers of people to produce
larger surpluses and, therefore, they have access to a secure supply of food
except in times of natural catastrophe. This often comes at the cost of
backbreaking labor, however. Agriculturists work harder and longer than do
horticulturists, pastoralists, or foragers.

Anthropology Applied

Economic Anthropologists and Consumer

Behavior
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Methods of cultural anthropology include ethnographic observation,
interviews, and recording qualitative (as well as quantitative) information
about human behavior. Anthropologists are also trained in cross-cultural
research. For these reasons, companies hire anthropologists to do
consumer research, especially to reveal the cultural and social patterns
that shape consumer behavior.

People’s cultural identities, beliefs, and values, as well as their
environmental influences, shape their economic behavior. Anthropologists
can see through the “other’s” eyes to find insights that companies can
use to increase their sales. Anthropologists also analyze brands, conduct
focus groups, and write employee and customer ethnographies.
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For example, economic anthropologists might help a company test a new
product, enter a new market by appealing to an ethnic group or other
demographic, decide on the right interface for selling products online,
analyze a wedding registry for consumer preferences, observe shoppers
in a new setting, gather information on customer satisfaction or loyalty,
predict trends in technologies for the home, or identify how people make
shopping decisions, such as whether to buy organic produce (http://
www.ethno-insight.com/). Anthropologists also do market research for
pharmaceutical firms, professional sports teams, and companies like
Pizza Hut and Coca-Cola (http://www.ethnographic-solutions.com/).

Anthropologists who work for corporations are also concerned with the
cultural, material, and health and safety impacts that products and
services have on consumers, company employees, and communities. In
addition, they analyze the sustainability of economic growth and
development in relation to people’s physical, social, and cultural
environments.

Critical Thinking Question
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In applied anthropology, what might be some concerns in balancing
the goals of corporations with anthropological perspectives?

The relaxation of population-control mechanisms in some agricultural societies
results in rapid population growth and problems of overpopulation. As a
consequence, more labor is available, but more labor is also required to feed
larger populations. This process leads to greater burdens on the land and
creates needs for more land for farming and living space. In addition, numerous
pregnancies and births create burdens on mothers’ health and increase the risks
of maternal death.

Industrial agriculture solves some problems of supply. Through industrial
techniques, farm output has increased enormously. There is now the ability to
feed everyone in every country, but many people continue to go hungry and to
die of malnutrition because of the uneven distribution of food. The complex
reasons are partly economic and partly political. But industrial agriculture has
also created unforeseen problems in its overreliance on harmful chemicals in
food growing and processing.

Review
Modes of subsistence can be compared and contrasted in terms of how
they affect the quality of human life in relation to security, food supply,
diet, living space, living conditions, labor burdens, health risks, and life
expectancies.

 Study and Review on myanthrolab.com
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Chapter Summary

Analyzing Economic Systems
Economic systems include strategies for allocating land, resources, and
labor. People everywhere need to produce, distribute, and consume foods
and other goods. They obtain their resources from their land through various
modes of production. Different cultures allocate land and resources in
different ways.
Societies need to allocate the labor of their members to productive tasks.
Work roles are often assigned to people on the basis of age and gender.
How gender affects work roles varies in different cultures.
Economic exchanges occur among family members, friends, traders, and
other members of communities. Exchanges between family members or
other familiars are usually of the type called generalized reciprocity, where
no immediate return is expected, whereas exchanges between other
members of communities are called balanced reciprocity, where there is
usually a mutual exchange of goods. Exchanges between strangers,
especially in the marketplace, are characterized by negative reciprocity,
where all parties try to receive more value than they give.
Systems of exchange also include redistributive networks, barter, trade, and
market transactions.

Market Economies and Capitalism
Market economies are based on the buying and selling of commodities of
fixed value, depending on supply and demand and using standardized
mediums of exchange.
Capitalist economic production is based on the desire by owners of the
means of production to increase their profit. In capitalist production, workers
must sell their labor for a wage to owners of institutions that produce goods
and services. Workers produce “surplus value”: The value of the goods they
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produce by their labor is greater than the wage paid to them. This surplus
value becomes profit for the owners. Capitalist economic systems are
geared toward an ever-increasing rate of profit. Unlike traditional indigenous
subsistence economies, capitalist production is inherently unstable.

Impacts of Colonial Expansion, Industrialism,
and Globalization

In the fifteenth century, European powers began a process of economic and
colonial expansion aimed at expropriating resources and labor from
indigenous lands and peoples. In this process of globalization, which was not
confined to Europeans, resources and trade items were incorporated into a
worldwide economic system that led to the growth and concentration of
wealth in Europe. This wealth and desire for even greater profits motivated
the development of industrialization.
In complex agrarian and industrial societies, systems of distribution have
developed to circulate foods and other goods from direct producers to those
who do not produce food. Members of elite classes in particular benefit from
the distribution of goods. Some segments of society are not able to control
at least some of the products of their labor.
Postindustrial societies increasingly rely on consumerism and the provision of
information and services to the global economy rather than goods.

Comparing Subsistence Strategies
In most foraging societies, all members of the community generally have
access to land and resources. In pastoral societies, individuals or families
control or own land and especially animals. In horticultural and agricultural
societies, individuals or family groups own land. Intensive farming increases
the need to retain permanent and individual control of land.
In foraging, pastoral, and horticultural societies, most people, given
characteristics of gender and age, perform similar subsistence work.
However, in complex agricultural and industrial societies, economic life is
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characterized by labor specialization. In the past century, the percentage of
people engaged in producing food has declined everywhere.

Review Questions
1. What social behaviors are part of any society’s economic system? How

do anthropologists view economic systems?
2. How do systems of exchange relate to modes of subsistence?
3. What are the different types of reciprocity? Why is balanced reciprocity

seen in foraging groups? How is the potlatch an example of negative
reciprocity?

4. How do foragers, pastoralists, horticulturalists, and agriculturalists
allocate land and labor?

5. How are economic concepts, such as ownership, integrated with other
cultural systems, such as kinship, social status, political power, and
ideology?

6. What is a market economy? How does capitalism affect production,
distribution, and consumption?

7. Which changes in economic systems lead to social inequality?
8. How were indigenous peoples brought into European economies? How

did colonialism affect those peoples and their economies?
9. Why do capitalist economies depend on ever-increasing consumerism?
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Chapter 8 Kinship and Descent
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Preview
1. What is descent, and why is it significant in organizing human

relationships?
2. What types of descent are found in human cultures?
3. What kinds of kin groups do the various descent rules create?
4. How do different unilineal descent rules affect people’s interrelationships?
5. How do kinship systems interrelate with other aspects of culture?
6. How and why do kinship systems change?
7. What terms do people use to classify their kin?
8. How do kin terms reveal the type of kinship system people have?

 Listen to the Chapter Audio on myanthrolab.com

 Read on myanthrolab.com

Whereas I, Joseph Mygatt, of Hartford upon the River and in the
jurisdiction of Connecticut in New England, have in the behalf of my son
Jacob and at his request made a motion to Mrs. Susanna Fitch, in
reference to her daughter Sarah Whiting, that my said son Jacob might
with her good liking have free liberty to endeavor the gaining of her said
daughter Sarah’s affection towards himself in a way of marriage: . . . I
will pay thereupon unto my said son as his marriage portion the full sum
of two hundred pounds sterling. . . . And I do further engage for the
present to build a comfortable dwelling house for my said son and her
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daughter [Jacob’s bride-to-be, Sarah] to live in by themselves. . . . And
[I] also give them therewith near the said house one acre of ground
planted with apple trees and other fruit trees, which said house, land,
and trees shall be and remain to my said son as an addition for his
marriage portion, before mentioned, and to his heirs and forever. . . .
And I do further promise and engage that at the day of my death I shall
and will leave unto him my said son and his heirs so much estate besides
the dwelling house, ground, and trees. . . . I do hereby engage and bind
over my dwelling house and all my lands and buildings in Hartford. . . .
And I do further engage that my daughter Mary’s portion of one hundred
pounds being first paid to her, I will leave to my said son and his heirs
forever my whole estate at the day of my death, he [Jacob, his son]
paying to my wife during her natural life twelve pounds a year, and
allowing to her a dwelling entire to herself in the two upper rooms and
cellar belonging to my now dwelling house, with the going of half the
poultry and a pig for her comfort in each year during her said life; also
allowing her the use of half the household stuff during her life, which she
shall have power to dispose of to Jacob or Mary at her death. . . . And
lastly I do engage that the whole benefit of the Indian trade shall be to
the sole advantage of my son Jacob, and do promise that I will during my
life be assistant and helpful to my said son in the best ways I can, both in
his trading with the Indians, his stilling, and otherwise, for his comfort and
advantage.

Excerpts from “Marriage Settlement of Jacob Mygatt, of Hartford, Connecticut,” cited
in Remarkable Prividences 1600–1700, edited by John Demos. © 1972. Reprinted by
permission of George Braziller.

This marriage contract for Jacob Mygatt and Sarah Whiting was written on
November 27, 1654, in Hartford, Connecticut. It reveals a complex array of
concerns common to all human societies: Among the people you live with, to
whom do you owe the greatest loyalty and support? Who among them might
you marry? What will happen to your dependents when you die? How will they
support themselves? How will your property be divided and distributed, and to
whom? Universally, these and other questions are resolved through kinship
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systems. This chapter compares the various ways that people define their
relatives and reckon their kinship.

Kinship Systems
In all societies, people have ways of organizing their relationships with other
people, especially their primary relationships with kin. As children, our earliest
and most influential interactions are with our parents, siblings, and other
relatives. We rely on our families for all of our survival needs. Our families feed
us, clothe us, and provide our shelter. They also help us adjust to the world
around us, teaching us the behavior and attitudes that our culture expects, and
they provide emotional support in both good times and bad.

Many of our relatives continue as important economic and emotional supports
throughout our lives. Even as adults, we can turn to our kin in networks of
reciprocity, asking for aid in times of need. In turn, we may be asked to respond
to their requests when they are in need. We may align ourselves with our
relatives when they are engaged in disputes with others. We may expect loyalty
from our kin when we are in conflict with neighbors or other community
members. During personal or family crises, we may expect emotional support
from our relatives. Together we celebrate happy occasions such as births and
marriages, and we mourn the deaths of our kin.

In industrial societies, friends, colleagues, comembers of clubs, and other
nonrelatives also function significantly to give us companionship and support. In
most societies, however, kinship relations permeate people’s daily lives and
mold their identity and their sense of themselves. In societies or communities
characterized by cohesive social systems, family members may be united in
dense, complex networks. They may perform important functions in the absence
of the formal institutions that regulate and organize economic, political, and
religious life in industrial societies. People identify themselves not just as
individuals, but as members of kinship groups.
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A kinship system  consists of connections between people by “blood,”
marriage, or adoption, and the beliefs and practices by which people regard
and treat one another as relatives. The people may be genetically related (
consanguines , “related by blood”) or related by marriage (affines ), or
they may not be related at all. Many kin groups include adopted kin and 
fictive kin , unrelated individuals who are regarded and treated as relatives.
Thus, the notion of kinship is essentially a social and symbolic idea, not based
on universal objective criteria.

kinship system

System of determining who one’s relatives are and what
one’s relationship is to them.

consanguines

People related by blood.

affines

People related through marriage.

fictive kin

Unrelated individuals who are regarded and treated as
relatives.
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 Listen to the Audio: Parents Increasingly Adopting
Children of Another Race on myanthrolab.com

Among foragers, pastoralists, and horticulturalists, kinship relations were the
primary regulators of social and economic life. Through kin relations, people
organized their households, allocated work roles, controlled land and other
property in common, made decisions affecting the group, and carried out ritual
functions. In agrarian societies, kinship relations generally continued to be
paramount in organizing and integrating communities, but new patterns of
interaction also emerged. Gradually, as state societies developed, specialists
and state institutions took over many of the functions carried out by kinship
groups. The state regulated intergroup trade, established formal procedures for
making decisions and settling disputes, and set up institutions to carry out some
social functions, replacing the critical roles of kinship groups. In postindustrial
societies, people may live apart from their relatives, and all of the functions of
kin groups can be fulfilled through public or private institutions. Thus,
fundamental differences exist between those societies where people’s lives
center around their kin and where social, economic, and political functions are
integrated with kinship groups and those societies
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This family reunion, held at Monticello in Virginia in July 2004, celebrates the
kinship of descendants of Thomas Jefferson and the African slave Sally
Hemings. Some relatives at this event met each other for the first time.

where ties among kin are looser and less intense and where formal institutions
provide social, economic, and political functions.

Kinship systems are organized around rules of marriage (the subject of 
Chapter 9 ) and rules of descent , which stipulate the nature of
relationships from one generation to another. Although the notion of kinship
varies among societies, there are a limited number of ways in which people
trace descent and organize kinship groups. Two fundamental organizing
principles are bilateral descent and unilineal descent. In societies with 
bilateral descent , people think of themselves as related to both their
mother’s kin and their father’s kin at the same time (bilateral means “two
sides,” from bi meaning “two” and lateral or “side”). In unilineal descent
systems, people define themselves in relation to only one side, either their
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mother’s or their father’s (unilineal means “one line,” from uni meaning “one”
and lineal or “line”).

rules of descent

Social rules that stipulate the nature of relationships
from one generation to another.

bilateral descent

Principle of descent in which people think of themselves
related to both their mother’s kin and their father’s kin
at the same time.

unilineal descent

Principle of descent in which people define themselves
in relation to only one side, either their mother’s side or
their father’s side.

What rule of descent is followed in your family? What is the name for the
type of kin group formed by this rule?

Bilateral Descent
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Organizing one’s relatives according to the principle of bilateral descent creates
a large, potentially limitless group of people to whom one may claim
relationship. People usually do not interact with everyone in this large kinship
group. Rather, they tend to know, socialize with, and depend on a smaller group
of relatives within the wider network. This smaller group of bilateral relatives is
called a kindred  (see Figure 8.1) .

Reckoning one’s kin through bilateral descent is common in industrial societies,
but it is also found in many foraging societies. Kindreds are adaptive in both
kinds of cultures, but for different reasons. In foraging societies, bilateral
descent allows people to make claims on a wide group of people for economic
assistance and emotional support. This strategy is adaptive, especially when
resources are scarce. In times of need, people may ask relatives for aid, based
on the principle of reciprocity. At different times, people are both givers and
receivers of support. They are at an advantage if they can call on the help of
many others in times of need. They are also likely to be asked for help, but
having diffuse reciprocal networks is an efficient and reliable adaptive strategy
in the long run.

kindred

Kinship group consisting of known bilateral relatives with
whom people interact, socialize, and rely on for
economic and emotional assistance.

Bilateral descent is also adaptive for people in industrial countries, where it
functions to loosen kinship ties. Thus, the same system of descent can have
different outcomes and serve different purposes, depending on people’s needs
as they adapt to specific ecological, social, and economic conditions. Although
bilateral descent provides a large number of people with reciprocal obligations
and responsibilities, it also creates a loosely organized kin group without definite
social limits or boundaries. By loosening kinship ties, people establish greater
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individual autonomy, freeing themselves from claims that other people might
make on them. Individuals and small family units can advance themselves
economically, accumulate more wealth, and raise their standards of living if
fewer people can make claims on them for support. Thus, capitalist societies
favor bilateral descent because of the focus on individual achievement and
accumulation of personal wealth. However, although autonomy and
independence can free people from obligations, they may also result in social
isolation and may limit the number of people from whom a person might seek
aid in times of need.

The functions of bilateral descent are different in foraging and industrial
societies because of both cultural context and cultural history. Although a
particular cultural behavior may be adaptive, its advantage can be understood
only within the society and

Figure 8.1
A Kindred. A group of people, traced through bilateral descent, related to the
brother and sister shown at the bottom row, center.
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Here, members of a G/wi band in Botswana gather around a cooking fire. Like
other peoples of the Kalahari, the G/wi reckon their kinship bilaterally.

circumstances. That is why a particular strategy (in this case, bilateral descent)
can be advantageous in different societies for different reasons.

In historical context, bilateral kin groups in industrial societies reflected changing
economic and social conditions favoring individual achievement and personal
advancement. These conditions tended to weaken kin ties. Nevertheless, both
the poor and the wealthy can benefit from membership in bilateral kin groups.
Carol Stack’s research in African American urban families (1975) and Rhoda
Halperin’s study of rural Kentuckians (1990) demonstrate that low-income
people and people living in rural areas tend to maintain large networks of kin,
which diversifies and widens their possibilities of support in times of need. The
very wealthy, meanwhile, can shelter their money in trusts distributed among
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their kin (Marcus 1992). They also rely on one another for political support
based on shared interests and goals.

Globalization

The increasing prevalence of bilateral descent in the world
today is partly an outgrowth of the adaptive functions of
bilateral descent groups in industrial societies and partly a
result of the globalization of culture based on Euro-
American power and influence.

Unilineal Descent

Unilineal descent has two principal forms: matrilineal and patrilineal (see 
Figures 8.2  and 8.3 ). Other variants, discussed later in this chapter, are
far less common. In both forms, kinship is traced through descendants on one
side only, either through the mother or the
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Figure 8.2
Matrilineal Descent. Brown triangles and circles are ego’s kin group. Diagrams
of kinship terminology systems use the following conventions: Circles represent
females, triangles represent males, horizontal lines link siblings, vertical lines link
generations, and equal signs link husband and wife. Abbreviations used to
designate kin in a kin diagram are M = mother, F = father, Z = sister, B =
brother, D = daughter, S = son, H = husband, and W = wife. Using combinations
of these symbols, anthropologists can describe all kin relations in any kinship
system.

Figure 8.3
Patrilineal Descent. Brown circles and triangles are in ego’s kin group.

father. However, they differ in the side through which descent is traced or the
side chosen for affiliations, or even whether both sides may be taken into
account. In matrilineal  societies, people reckon descent through their
mothers. That is, children belong to the kinship group of their mother. In 
patrilineal  societies, people reckon descent through their fathers, so that
children belong to the kinship group of their father.
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Review
A kinship system consists of the beliefs and practices by which people
regard and treat each other as relatives. The people may be genetically
related (consanguines) or related by marriage (affines). They may also
be unrelated, adopted, or fictive kin. Rules of descent stipulate the nature
of kin relationships from one generation to another. Two ways that
people trace their descent are bilateral descent (tracing relationships
through both parents and both sets of their parents) and unilineal descent
(tracing relationships through either the mother’s kin or the father’s kin).
Bilateral descent groups are called kindreds.

Matrilineal and Patrilineal Systems
Although people in unilineal systems belong to one particular line of descent,
social bonds with people belonging to other kinship groups are also recognized.
For example, in patrilineal systems, children belong to the father’s kin group but
still know that they are also related to people on the mother’s side.
Nevertheless, people feel the strongest ties to members of their own group, in
this case, the father’s.

If your kinship system were matrilineal, who would be in your kin group?
Who would be your closest relatives if your kinship system were
patrilineal?

Prevalence of Matrilineal and Patrilineal
Descent

Of known cultures whose kinship systems were organized on principles of
unilineal descent, the great majority were patrilineal. Possibly only about 15
percent were matrilineal (Aberle, 1961, 663). Matrilineal societies were
concentrated among peoples whose economies were based on horticulture,
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especially those where women were responsible for the farmwork. Because
women were the primary subsistence workers and helped one another with
both child care and farmwork, they benefited from the existence of stable and
cooperative units. Tracing descent through women in such societies stressed
the communal and permanent bonds among women and between women and
their children, especially their daughters. Most horticultural societies were
patrilineal, however, even those that relied on women’s labor.

matril ineal

Descent system in which kinship group membership and
inheritance pass through the female line.

patril ineal

Descent system in which kinship group membership and
inheritance pass through the male line.

The proportion of matrilineal societies was highest among horticulturalists of
West Africa and native North America (Aberle 1961, 665). Patrilineal societies
were most prevalent among nomadic foragers and pastoralists, who rely on
men’s cooperative labor. Although subsistence plays an important role in
shaping patterns of kinship, it is not sufficient to explain these patterns.
Exceptions to patterns show that other cultural variables are involved.

Matrilineal and Patrilineal Societies
Compared
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A comparison of Figures 8.2  and 8.3  shows that the structure of
matrilineal descent is the mirror image of the structure of patrilineal descent. In
practice, however, there are several important differences between them,
particularly in the kinds of bonds people maintain with their own kinship group
after marriage. These differences stem from one main cause: In matrilineal
societies, women bear their own lineal descendants; in patrilineal societies,
women bear the lineal descendants of the men into whose group they marry.

In patrilineal systems, particularly those in which married couples live with the
husband’s family, women tend to leave their own kin group after marriage. Their
separation is in part residential because they usually move to their husband’s
household, and in part structural and psychological. The intensity of a woman’s
separation from her own kin group and incorporation into her husband’s group
varies among patrilineal cultures. Separation is strongest in societies where
men control descent, inheritance, and social power. Such societies are said to
be patriarchal. In patriarchal societies, women typically lose much contact with
and support from their own relatives. Patriarchy —rule or dominance by men
in social, economic, and political life—is not the same as patrilineality—descent
traced through men. One term refers to power and the other to descent.

patriarchy

Social system in which men occupy positions of social,
economic, and political power from which women are
excluded.

In contrast, in patrilineal societies with greater gender equality, women may
maintain strong emotional bonds with their families, especially with parents and
siblings, even if they change residence after marriage. For instance, among the
Tewa of New Mexico, daughters leave their natal family when they marry, but
emotional ties to their kin remain strong. Women continue to visit their relatives
often, to participate in family rituals and other important events, and to take part
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in discussions about matters of communal interest. In times of conflict with her
husband or in-laws, a woman can also expect that her family members will be
her allies.

In patrilineal systems, it is in the interests of kin groups to establish secure
marital ties because a patrilineal descent group obtains its children through
marriage. That is, through marriage, a man is able to claim the children his wife
bears. For this reason, divorce tends to be difficult to obtain. The couple’s
relatives may exert pressure on both husband and wife to remain in an unhappy
union. Even where divorce is possible, some social criticism attaches to the
couple after divorce, especially to the wife.

These conditions, common in patrilineal systems, are absent in matrilineal
societies or appear in different form and function. Matrilineal kinship groups
obtain new members (children) from women of their own group, so the marriage
tie is often not as intense or secure. Divorce may be more easily obtained by
either spouse and carries less social stigma, if any.
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In parts of rural India that are strongly patriarchal, once a woman marries and
moves to her husband’s household, she cannot expect emotional or financial
support from her birth family.

Although matrilineal societies have practices and attitudes that support women,
none is matriarchal in the sense that some patrilineal societies are patriarchal.
That is, there are no known examples of societies in which women exclusively
control descent, inheritance, and social and political power. There are also no
societies in which men’s voices are silent and their interests are ignored. Issues
of relationships between men and women in a society are discussed more fully
in Chapter 10 .

In matrilineal systems, especially those in which married couples reside with the
wife’s kin, men often have split loyalties. Their identification with and integration
into their wife’s household may be rather loose, particularly in the early years of
marriage. Men often maintain strong emotional, economic, and ritual ties to their
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family of birth. They may function as representatives of their natal family to
outsiders and may have important decision-making roles within it.

Influence and Inheritance in Unilineal
Descent Groups

Matrilineal descent groups characteristically differ from patrilineal descent
groups in several important ways (Schneider 1961). For instance, matrilineal
descent groups depend for their continuity and operation on retaining control
over both male and female members. In contrast, women are peripheral
members of their own patrilineal descent groups because they bear children for
their husbands’ group. In matrilineal systems, women give birth and care for
future members of their own kin groups. Men retain interests in their descent
groups through ties that are not completely severed when they marry. They may
continue to have some control over resources allotted to their kin group. They
may be required to give economic support to their mothers and especially to
their sisters. They may also play a role in the upbringing of their sisters’
children, who, by virtue of descent, are members of their kin group (their own
children belong to the kinship group of their wives, the children’s mothers).

For example, among the Trobriand Islanders of Melanesia, men are responsible
for supplying their sisters (and their sisters’ husbands) with yams (Weiner 1976;
1988). Although men tend the yam gardens, the “owner” of the produce is the
man’s sister. A man begins planting a yam garden for his daughter with the
understanding that one of her brothers will take over the responsibility and
continue to supply her and her family with yams after she marries. A man also
assumes the role of authority and disciplinarian to his sisters’ children rather
than to his own because his sisters’ children are members of his own matrilineal
kin group.

inheritance rules
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Rules for the passage of land, wealth, and other
property from one generation to the next.

Inheritance rules  are strongly related to rules of descent. In societies with
matrilineal descent, for example, resources and property are inherited through
women. However, men may still control the allocation and disposition of
resources, so that inheritance passes from one man to another within the
matrilineal kin group. In such societies, the role of the mother’s brother is
enhanced because inheritance passes from one’s mother’s brother to one’s
sister’s son. For example, among the matrilineal peoples of the Pacific
Northwest of North America, such as the Tlingit, resources that matrilineal kin
groups own and men use are passed from a man to his sister’s son rather than
to his own son.

Thus, matrilineal descent groups do not require the statuses of father and
husband. Because of the matrilineal descent rule, children belong to the kin
group of their mother. Women do not need to be married, and the identity of the
father is not relevant to descent. In contrast, in patrilineal systems, the statuses
of father and husband are critical in the determination of descent and the
legitimacy of the offspring. Marriage is necessary for men because a man as
husband claims the status of father to his wife’s children through marriage.
Marriage is also necessary for women in patrilineal systems because, through
marriage, a woman’s child may claim membership in a kin group and thus be
granted legitimacy.

The institutionalization of strong, lasting, intense ties between husband and wife
may not be compatible with the maintenance of matrilineal descent groups. In
matrilineal societies, women’s loyalties remain primarily with their own kin group
and not with their husband. Men’s loyalties, on the other hand, are split between
the kin group of their wife and children and the kin group of their own family of
descent. Men often are needed by their own kin group to perform economic,
ritual, and political functions, and thus remain identified with and loyal to that
group. In contrast, as noted earlier in this chapter, women in patrilineal societies

565



may lose all or most attachments to their own kin group, and once married, they
no longer have economic obligations to their family of origin.

These Trobriand Islanders are sorting yams from a patch that their father
planted for their sister. A brother’s responsibility is to supply his sister and her
husband with yams.

The matrilineal Diné of the American South west recognize a man’s continuing
bonds and responsibilities to his natal family, especially to his mother

In Their Own Voices

Wedding Songs from North India
The poignancy of women’s separation from their kin is vividly
dramatized in North India at the moment of departure, when a newly
married woman first leaves her natal home in the company of her
husband and his male kin. Both men and women are apt to shed tears
at the sight of the heavily veiled young woman being carried to a waiting
vehicle. The women of the bride’s village sing “departure songs” at the
doorway. Many of these songs are commentaries on the fragile position
of a woman in her husband’s household and on her relationships with
her blood relatives and her in-laws.
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1. Refrain [bride’s kin speaking]
Dear girl, today you have left your father’s house, today you have
become “other”.
The streets in which you spent your childhood have today become
“other”.
[Bride speaking]
My grandfather cries, my grandmother cries, the whole family
cries.
My younger brother cries, your sister born from the same mother
has left and gone away.
[Verses are repeated with bride speaking, using different kin
terms]

2. Two water pots are on my head.
A beautiful golden pendant is on my forehead.
Call me back quickly, Mother.
Beg with folded hands.
My heart is not here in my husband’s mother’s house.
My heart is not here with this foreign man.
Call me back quickly, Mother.
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Beg with folded hands.
My friends still played with dolls together.
But I went off to my in-law’s house.
Call me back quickly, Mother.
Beg with folded hands.

[The first verse is repeated a number of times, changed only by the
substitution of the names of other ornaments worn by married women.]

From Gloria Goodwin Raheja and Ann Grodzins Gold, Listen to the Heron’s Words:
Reimagining Gender and Kinship in North India. © 1994. The Regents of the
University of California Press. Reprinted by permission.
Critical Thinking Question

What do these songs suggest about the positions of women in
their husbands’ households?

and sisters. His integration into his wife’s household is gradual and limited. His
role in decision making in his own household is only slowly recognized and
remains limited in scope. In contrast, the patrilineal Yanomamo of the
Amazonian rain forests of Brazil and Venezuela emphasize men’s control over
their own households, wives, and children.

The bonds that may develop between children and their father may compete
with the authority of the children’s matrilineal descent group. Thus, in matrilineal
systems, fathers may develop strong, intense, and lasting emotional bonds with
their children, but their authority over their children is usually weak. Instead, men
in the mother’s kinship group, especially the mother’s brothers, tend to exert
authority over the child. The Diné and the Trobriand Islanders exemplify this
pattern. In both groups, men are affectionate toward their own children but are
not authority figures for them.

In matrilineal descent groups, the emotional investment of the father in his own
children may be a source of strain because he owes his primary allegiance to
the children of his own kin group, namely, his sister’s children. In patrilineal
descent groups, emotional ties between the mother and her children may be a
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source of strain. Because of children’s early bonds with their mothers and a
mother’s affection for her children, children may not always identify with their
father’s group. Indeed, in strongly patrilineal societies, a mother and her
children may form intense emotional ties as a buffer or refuge against the
father’s control. Nevertheless, these emotional ties do not directly threaten the
father’s dominant position as head of household.

In Japan, mothers encourage the development of strong, enduring emotional
bonds, called amae, with their children, especially their sons.

In matrilineal societies, strong bonds between fathers and their children might
threaten the mother’s authority and the important position of other men in the
children’s matrilineal descent group. Men and women in the father’s kinship
group also play important roles, however. Among the Zuni of the American
Southwest, for example, a baby’s father’s mother performs critical birth
ceremonies honoring and protecting the child (Gill 1982). Immediately after a
baby is born, its paternal grandmother comes to the home and recites
protective prayers. She then bathes the baby, rubs ashes on its body, and
remains with the mother and child for eight days. At sunrise on the eighth day,
after washing the baby’s head and sprinkling it with cornmeal, she takes the
baby out to greet the rising sun, again reciting protective prayers.
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Women also play an important role in funerals. At the end of life, the sister of a
deceased’s father has the responsibility of preparing the body for burial. She
bathes the body, rubs cornmeal on it, and dresses it in new clothes, thus
preparing the deceased for the journey to the afterworld.

The ritual participation of men’s relatives dramatizes the connections between
people and their paternal kin in a matrilineal system. Table 8.1  compares
matrilineal and patrilineal descent groups in terms of the cultural and relational
characteristics discussed in this section.

double descent

Kinship principle in which people belong to kinship
groups of both their mother and father.

Other Forms of Unilineal Descent

Although most societies with unilineal descent trace kinship through either
matrilineal or patrilineal principles, some societies reckon descent according to
both patrilineal and matrilineal principles. In this system, called 
double descent , people belong to kinship groups of both mother and father.
This system differs from bilateral descent because it is based on the existence
of strongly delineated kinship groups. Some kinds of property
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Table 8.1 A Comparison of Cultural Characteristics in Matrilineal and
Patrilineal Descent

might be inherited along matrilineal lines and other kinds patrilineally. For
example, the Yako of eastern Nigeria have a double descent system in which
property is divided into patrilineal and matrilineal ownership (Fox 1984, 135).
Patrilineal descent groups own farmland and grazing pastures, whereas
matrilineal descent groups own cattle and other livestock. People inherit these
two different kinds of resources, one permanent and inalienable and the other
consumable, from each of their parents.

The Inca of Peru had a system of parallel descent , in which descent and
inheritance followed gender-linked lines, so that men considered themselves
descended from their fathers, and women considered themselves descended
from their mothers (Silverblatt 1987). Inheritance of property and rights to use
land typically followed these parallel lines as well. That is, men inherited from
their fathers, and women inherited from their mothers. Parallel descent and
inheritance created strong gender identity and solidarity. Principles of parallel
descent made sibling bonds important in kinship unity. Inheritance could flow
through men from a mother’s brother to a sister’s son and through women from
a father’s sister to a brother’s daughter.
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parallel descent

Kinship principle in which descent and inheritance follow
gender-linked lines so that men consider themselves
descended from their fathers and women consider
themselves descended from their mothers.

Finally, some peoples have systems of ambilineal descent,  in which
individuals may choose to affiliate with either their mother’s kinship group or with
their father’s group. People make this decision based on a strategic
consideration of the territory, wealth, and social prestige of each group they are
eligible to join. In societies of the South Pacific where such systems operate,
people can affiliate with only one group during their lifetime, but their offspring
may choose a different affiliation. In societies with ambilineal descent, as in the
Pacific Northwest of North America, a person could make claims to be a
member of multiple descent groups. For example, among the Kwakwaka’wakw
(or Kwakiutl) of British Columbia, people could inherit material and ceremonial
wealth, as well as access to food resource sites, through claims to multiple kin
groups.

ambilineal descent

Principle of descent in which individuals may choose to
affiliate with either their mother’s or their father’s kinship
group.

Review
Unilineal descent rules include matrilineal (reckoned through one’s
mother’s line), patrilineal (reckoned through one’s father’s line),
ambilineal (reckoned through either parent’s line), parallel descent
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(reckoned by women through their mothers and by men through their
fathers), and double descent (reckoned through both one’s mother’s line
and one’s father’s line). A patriarchy is any society, especially one
organized by patrilineal descent, in which men have dominant power and
authority. Inheritance rules generally follow principles of descent.

Unilineal Descent Groups
Unilineal descent systems usually organize people into more structured
groupings than are formed by bilateral descent rules. Four kinds of unilineal
descent groupings are lineages, clans, phratries, and moieties. Some cultures
have all four types; others have only one or two. All have in common a focus on
lineal descent, following either the mother’s or the father’s line, so that the
specific descent group may be a matrilineage or patrilineage, or a matriclan or
patriclan, respectively.

Lineages

The smallest kinship unit is a lineage , or a set of relatives tracing descent
from a known common ancestor. In a matrilineal system, a matrilineage may
consist of a female ancestor, her sons and daughters, her daughters’ children,
and her daughters’ daughters’ children. A patrilineage may consist of a male
ancestor, his sons and daughters, his sons’ children, and his sons’ sons’
children. The depth of lineages varies in different cultures. In some societies,
people know the names of their lineage members for only a few generations,
whereas people may have a known depth of nine or more generations in other
societies. In some West African societies, the names and deeds of lineage
members are memorized and passed on by word of mouth from generation to
generation, in some cases covering 200 years or more. Written records create
greater time depth. The Old Testament of the Bible, for example, contains a
chronology of ancient patrilineages.
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l ineage

A set of relatives tracing descent from a known
common ancestor.

What do you know about the history of your descent group? How is this
knowledge preserved?

Among the Kwakwaka’wakw of British Columbia, lineages are named groupings
that control access to resource sites such as ocean coastline, salmon streams,
berry patches, and other foraging locations. Lineages also own ceremonial
objects such as masks, crests, sacred songs, and dances. Each lineage has a
founder shrouded in myth and a story of origin from an animal ancestor.
Although membership in a lineage follows principles of descent, individuals can
choose to affiliate with the group of their mother, father, or one of their
grandparents. In the past, choices were made as they might best advance a
person’s social position. So, for instance, if one’s maternal grandfather were a
renowned chief, a person would choose to affiliate with his lineage. This is an
example of the way that people can manipulate their positions in systems with
ambilineal descent.

Siblings belong to the same patrilineage or matrilineage, depending on the
descent rule in effect. New lineages are formed after the death of the senior
parent. At that time, surviving sons in patrilineal systems and surviving
daughters in matrilineal systems establish themselves as the heads of new
groups. In societies where seniority contributes to one’s social standing and
prestige, sibling order determines the relative status of each new lineage. That
is, an individual who is a member of the lineage of an elder son has higher
status than an individual who is a member of the lineage of a younger son.

Exogamy and Endogamy
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As mentioned previously, lineages have corporate functions in some societies.
That is, they hold land in common, apportioning land and resources to member
households. They may have formal procedures for selecting leaders and settling
disputes among members or with members of other lineages. They also
regulate marriage, forbidding unions between certain members. Most unilineal
kin groups practice exogamy , or marrying out. In exogamy, people cannot
marry members of their own lineage or clan but must forge alliances with
members of other groups. Lineages and clans are usually exogamous.

exogamy

Marriage principle in which people cannot marry
members of their own lineage or clan but instead must
forge alliances with members of other groups.

A less common marriage rule is endogamy , or marrying in, as in parallel
cousin marriage, for example. A parallel cousin  is one’s mother’s sister’s
child or one’s father’s brother’s child. In parallel cousin marriage, one of these
sets of children would be one’s preferred marriage partners—the mother’s
sister’s children in a matrilineage and the father’s brother’s children in a
patrilineage. Parallel cousin marriage is prevalent among Middle Eastern Arab
societies with patrilineal descent. In patrilineal systems, brothers belong to the
same patrilineage or patriclan, and descent is traced through men. Thus,
through the endogamy rule, it is desirable for the children of brothers to marry.
This “patrilateral” parallel cousin marriage conserves wealth within the patriclan.
Thus, land, wealth, and resources stay within the kinship group rather than
being dissipated or fragmented through inheritance among a wider group of
claimants. Endogamous marriage patterns also solidify and strengthen bonds
between brothers and avert conflicts over inheritance.

endogamy
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Marriage principle in which people marry members of
their own group.

parallel cousin

A child of one’s mother’s sister or of one’s father’s
brother.

cross-cousin

A child of one’s mother’s brother or of one’s father’s
sister.

Does your kinship system distinguish between cross-cousins and parallel
cousins?

The opposite of a parallel cousin is a cross-cousin : one’s mother’s brother’s
child or one’s father’s sister’s child. In cross-cousin marriage, these children
would be preferred as one’s marriage partners. As in parallel cousin marriage,
this form of endogamy functions to strengthen a unilineal descent group and to
concentrate resources within it. Figure 8.4  shows the types of cousins.
Notice that cross-cousins are related through
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Figure 8.4
Distinctions between Parallel and Cross-Cousins

opposite-sex siblings (father’s sister, mother’s brother), whereas parallel
cousins are related through same-sex siblings (father’s brother, mother’s
sister).

Clans

Many cultures with unilineal descent organize their members into clans. Clans
are named groups of people who believe that they are relatives, although they
may not be able to trace all the actual relationships with clan members. Clans
differ from lineages in this feature. That is, members of lineages can trace their
exact relationship to all other members of the same lineage, but members of
clans, which are much larger kin groups, can trace relationships only to close
relatives.

Clans recruit new members through the birth of children. Matriclans  obtain
new members from women of their group (a child belongs to the clan of its
mother), whereas patriclans  recruit new members from men of their group
(a child belongs to the clan of its father). Depending on the size of a society,
clan size may range from several hundred members to many thousands.
Although clan members cannot know all their relatives, because clans are
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named groups, members can always determine if strangers are related to them
by asking them to identify their clan.

clans

Named groups of people who believe that they are
relatives even though they may not be able to trace
their actual relationships with all members of their
group.

The conventions for naming clans vary cross-culturally. In some societies, clans
are named after animals or plants; in others, they are named for locations.
Where clans are named after animals, people often have beliefs about some
mythic connection between the originators of the clan and the animal for which
they are named. The origin myth might describe how the clan animal saved the
human ancestors from some calamity or mated with the human ancestor to
found the clan.

matriclans

Clans formed through descent and inheritance from
women of their group.

In some societies, clans are totemic. A totem  is an animal or plant with a
special spiritual connection to the members of its clan. There may be beliefs
about descent from a totemic ancestor in the mythic past or sacred narratives
recounting a bond between the totemic spirit and a human ancestor. Ritual
prohibitions, or taboos, mark the relationship between clan animals and
members of the kinship group. For example, people may not hunt or eat the
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animal that is their totem. By observing taboos, people express their respect for
their ancestors. Totems also identify people in terms of their eligibility for
marriage. In societies with clan exogamy, for example, two people with the
same totem would not be allowed to marry.

patriclans

Clans formed through descent and inheritance from men
of their group.

totem

An animal or plant believed by a group of people to
have been their primordial ancestor or protector.
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Australian Aborigines believe that in mythic times, human ancestors had
encounters with animals who endowed them with spiritual knowledge. The
people honored these relationships by naming themselves after their animal
protectors.

Thus, clans, like lineages, not only establish and organize relatives but also
regulate social relations, especially marriage. Clans usually are exogamous;
that is, people cannot marry someone belonging to their own clan. Such a
marriage would be considered incestuous. Marriage rules may also preclude
people from marrying into the clan of either parent. For example, according to
marriage restrictions among the matrilineal Diné, people cannot marry someone
of their own clan or father’s clan, even though people are not members of their
fathers’ groups by rules of matrilineal descent. An even wider proscription bars
people from marrying anyone whose father is a member of one’s own father’s
clan. These rules may be a reflection of an early Diné pattern of bilateral
descent that prevailed before their arrival in the Southwest and the change from
a nomadic foraging society to one based on semisedentary farming. According
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to bilateral principles, one’s mother’s and one’s father’s relatives are treated the
same.

In some cultures, lineages and clans have corporate functions, owning or
controlling land and resources in common. Lineages and clans have continuity
independently of their specific membership at any one time. Their structures and
functions are perpetual, and their membership is continually replenished with the
births of new members. Lineages and clans also usually regulate marriage,
favoring some unions or forbidding others between members of the same or
related groups. Other social functions of unilinear kin groups vary from culture to
culture, such as making communal decisions, settling disputes, selecting
leaders, and performing ritual obligations.

The Diné talk about clan relations by saying that people are “born in” or “born
to” their mothers’ clan and “born for” their fathers’ clan. Therefore, two people
who are “born for” the same clan are not permitted to marry. According to the
Diné view, such a marriage would be incestuous. The importance of Diné clan
membership is also reflected in the etiquette of self-introductions. When
introducing themselves to another person, the Diné first identify their mother’s
clan and then mention their father’s clan. These identifications precede a
statement of one’s personal name. This practice reflects the importance of
situating oneself within a network of kin. Kinship relationships are the most
critical influences on one’s social being.

In addition to social features, clans often have corporate functions. In some
societies, these functions may be similar to those of lineages, whereas in
others, they may be more highly structured and formalized. Clan members may
hold land in common, apportioning fields or resource sites to their members
individually or by household. Clan-held territory can be periodically
reapportioned to adjust to changes in resources as well as to changes in the
size of households.

Does your descent group have corporate functions?
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Clans usually have structured means of decision making and problem solving.
They have recognized leaders who may be informally selected by public opinion
and consensus or formally chosen by representatives of households or lineages.
Such leaders have various functions in different societies. In some, they may
serve as spokespersons for their clan when interacting with similarly structured
groups. They may meet with leaders of other clans to make decisions that
affect the whole community, to resolve interclan disputes, and to act as a unified
body when dealing with outsiders. Clan leaders may also adopt strategies to
help foster community cohesion and cooperation by exhorting members to
behave properly and to help one another.

segmentary l ineages

Lineages organized in a hierarchical structure, ranked
according to the number of generations they
encompass.

In some societies, clans and lineages are organized in a complex hierarchical
structure in which different levels of the hierarchy have different social or
political functions. Several peoples in Sudan, for instance, were organized into
clans composed of segmentary lineages , hierarchically ranked according to
the number of generations they encompassed. The Nuer, for example, were
organized into about twenty patrilineal clans (Evans-Pritchard 1955; Sahlins
1961). Each clan was subdivided into four levels of lineage segments. The first
subdivision was into large units, called maximal lineages. Each maximal lineage
was segmented into smaller groups, called major lineages, and these were
divided into still smaller groups, called minor lineages. Finally, the smallest
segment, referred to as a minimal lineage, consisted of a group of relatives
descended from a common great-grandfather or great-great-grandfather. In
other words, a minimal lineage had a depth of four or five generations.
Members of these smallest segments interacted frequently, lived near one
another, and shared resources in times of need. Seniority in a lineage conferred
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influence and prestige. Lineage segments could temporarily become allies in
times of conflict, but there was no established leadership beyond the smallest
lineage and no permanent structure that united them. However, when disputes
arose, the parties concerned could appeal for support to members of
structurally similar units in wider and wider networks. Therefore, the
segmentary system was a flexible solution to the problem of resolving disputes
within and between the twenty clans.

Case Study A Patrilineal Society: The Ganda of
Uganda
The Ganda are a horticultural people who live in small villages of between thirty
and eighty homesteads. Homesteads contain several huts, and the Ganda use
yards between huts for socializing and tending domesticated animals. Most
households consist of husband and wife, although some men have more than
one wife. Co-wives usually reside in the same household, each having her own
bedroom, but women sometimes have separate huts within the homesteads.
Some men establish residences for their several wives in separate villages. In
any case, women leave their natal village when they marry to live with their
husband. The marital bond tends to be unstable today, although in the past, men
had greater authority and control over their wives (Southwold 1965, 105).
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The people’s principal subsistence crop is bananas or plaintains, but they also
grow sweet potatoes, yams, peanuts, and a variety of leafy vegetables, roots,
and fruits. Men clear the fields for planting, but women do most of the
subsistence farmwork. In the past, men hunted and fished to supplement the
diet, but today people keep domesticated animals. They also obtain money by
growing cotton and coffee for the export market.

Ganda society is organized around membership in clans and lineages. Descent
is patrilineal, so children belong to the lineage and clan of their father. Clans are
exogamous, husband and wife belonging to different kinship groups. There
currently are forty-eight named clans (Southwold 1965, 95). Each clan is
associated with particular animals thought to have a special relationship to the
members, who are not permitted to kill or eat their animal totem. Each clan is
composed of several lineages, organized in a hierarchy of segments, or
“segmentary lineages.” There are four levels of segmentary organization: a
clan; a segment of a clan, called a ssiga; a segment of a ssiga, called a
mutuba; and a segment of a mutuba, the smallest segment, called a lunyiriri.

In daily life, one’s patrilineal kin are prominent in social interactions and share
economic and personal responsibilities toward one another. People secure
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rights to use land and plant their gardens on the basis of membership in
patrilineal clans. Men obtain these rights through descent from their fathers.
Women obtain rights to gardens through marriage. That is, a woman plants her
crops on her husband’s land. After marriage, a man chooses his place of
residence from among the villages in which he has rights through patrilineal
affiliation, selecting acreage in clan-controlled territory.

 Watch the Animation: Patrilineal Descent on
myanthrolab.com

Men prefer to marry women from villages other than their own to expand their
network of relatives and allies. They also prefer to make a new homestead near
more distant kin rather than live in their father’s or their wife’s father’s village
(Southwold 1965, 96). Ganda men wish to establish their independence from
their fathers and also to avoid conflict with their brothers. Ties to other male
relatives provide men with the aid and allegiance they expect from kin. Families
may move to new villages if their needs or inclinations change.

Ganda clans have a number of corporate functions. Each clan and lineage has a
leader who is responsible for administering his group. A council of the heads of
subordinate lineage segments assists him. They settle disputes after hearing
testimony from both sides. Decisions made by councils can be appealed to the
council of the next higher segment in the lineage and clan hierarchy.

In the past, final appeals could be made to the highest authority or king, called
kabaka. The corporate nature of clans is demonstrated in formal obligations
that each clan owed to the kabaka. For example, clan members supplied bark
cloth to the kabaka and herded his cattle. They also performed services for the
kabaka’s mother, a person of great authority and prestige in her own right. And
each clan provided boys to serve in the king’s household.
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Today the king’s power has diminished, although he remains an honored and
influential figure in Uganda. Clan councils and clan members supervise the
activities of their group. If anyone commits an offense, the clan settles disputes
and punishes its members. In the past, a clan could also suffer collective
punishment, including the execution of all of its members, if one of its chiefs
committed an offense against the kabaka.

Clans and lineage segments also own land in common. Each clan has an
allotted territory in which its members have a right to live. Prominent members
also have a right to be buried in clan territory. Residence on clan land is
complicated because each clan owns territory in several areas. Therefore,
people may make claims to diverse pieces of residential land, adjusting their
needs to available acreage. People also base their decisions on the
qualifications of political leaders who control each territory, choosing to affiliate
where they might seek an advantage. Personal and political allegiance, then,
contributes to settlement patterns as much as kinship connections do
(Southwold 1965, 102).

In earlier times, clans controlled the distribution and inheritance of movable
property from a deceased male clansman to his successor. The successor was
formally chosen and ceremonially installed, taking the place of the deceased in
kinship networks. He adopted the deceased’s name and was called by kin
terms appropriate to the deceased. He also received most of the dead man’s
property. Succession was inherited through kinship, but a man’s eldest son was
not eligible. In fact, there was a preference to bypass a man’s sons altogether
and instead choose a more distant patrilineal relative. This preferential pattern
dispersed kinship ties and created linkages with more distant relatives,
broadening one’s alliances. The traditional rules of succession were changed in
the late nineteenth century, so that a man’s son could succeed him. Today,
father to son inheritance is preferred. The practice of making wills setting out a
person’s wishes for the inheritance of his property has reduced clan power. Still,
clan leaders influence the process through their prestige.

Collective principles underlying clan organization include the obligation to be
hospitable to all members of one’s clan. Men who move to new villages could
expect to receive banana shoots from their resident clansmen to start their
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gardens. People are expected to be helpful to clansmen in economic difficulty or
to help pay a fine for some offense that a clansman committed. Similarly,
clansmen had the obligation of avenging an injured or murdered member of their
group. Thus, clan membership remains fundamental in defining one’s identity,
organizing social relations, restricting marriage choices, and promoting ethics of
hospitality and collective responsibility.  Read the Document on
myanthrolab.com

Phratries and Moieties

Clans may combine to form larger organized kinship units, such as phratries and
moieties. Phratries  are groups of linked clans that usually are exogamous: In
a phratry, people cannot marry someone belonging to a clan associated with
their own clan. The phratry may or may not be named. Unlike clans, phratries
rarely have corporate functions. In a phratry system, there are always three or
more linked groups.

phratries

Groups of linked clans that are usually exogamous.

moieties

Groups of linked clans that divide a society into two
halves, usually exogamous.

Like phratries, moieties  are groups of linked clans, but they differ in that
there are only two of them. A moiety system divides a society into two halves
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(moiety comes from the French word meaning “half”). Thus, in such a system,
all clans are apportioned into two groups. Like clans and phratries, moieties are
usually exogamous, although people in some cultures can marry within their
moiety even though they cannot marry within their clan. Moieties generally are
named groups. They may or may not have corporate functions such as owning
land, resource sites, and other property communally. In some societies,
moieties may have ceremonial functions.

Case Study Two Matrilineal Societies: The
Mohawks and the Trobriand Islanders

The Mohawks

The Mohawks are one of the member nations of the Iroquois Confederacy.
Organized on kinship principles of lineage, clan, and moiety (Bonvillain 2001,
69–70), Mohawk descent is reckoned matrilineally so that children belong to the
lineage and clan of their mothers. Until about 200 years ago, the ideal was for
members of a matrilineage to live together. A household typically consisted of
an elder woman, her husband, their daughters and daughters’ families, and the
couple’s unmarried sons. Each nuclear group of parents and children had its
own quarters within a large house separated by bark partitions. If a woman
survived to be elderly, she might live to have great-grandchildren and be the
head of a lineage of four generations. In other cases, a lineage might have a
three- or only a two-generation depth. The deeper the lineage, the more
respected was its leading woman.

Mohawk society is divided into three matrilineal clans named after animals:
Bear, Wolf, and Turtle. In former times, clans practiced exogamy, stipulating
that people could not marry members of their own clan. These rules created
linkages between kinship groups through marriage alliances. Today, restrictions
on marriage choices have largely been abandoned. However, Mohawks who
want their marriage ceremony performed in the indigenous Iroquois religion now
known as the Longhouse Religion must belong to different clans.
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Mohawk clans controlled and distributed farmland to their members. Land was
held in common but was allocated and farmed by lineages working collectively.
The leading woman of the matrilineage was said to own land, not as her
personal property but as collective control. Women in the household were given
portions of land that they planted and harvested. Finally, clans owned the large
communal houses in which their members lived. Today, the corporate functions
of clans have disappeared, and land is owned individually as a result of
European and American influences. Most households consist of parents and
children, although some grandparents may reside with the basic family group.
Private property and individual economic pursuits have largely replaced the
collective labor of clan relatives.

Mohawk clans continue to have leaders, both women and men. Leading clan
women, now usually referred to as clan mothers, are chosen informally through
recognition of their intelligence, sound advice, and personal charisma. They lead
by example and play a central role in protecting Mohawk lands, culture, and
language. Clan mothers select the men who serve as clan chiefs. The women
make their choices based on a man’s intelligence, good judgment, even temper,
and charisma. Clan chiefs represent their groups in community meetings and at
meetings with representatives from the other Iroquois nations.
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The Mohawk nation is divided into two moieties. The Wolf and Turtle clans form
one moiety and the Bear Clan is the other. Like clans, moieties were formerly
exogamous. They have mainly ceremonial functions, the most important of
which is to prepare and conduct funerals for members of the opposite group.
This custom reflects the Mohawk belief that people from the deceased’s clan or
moiety are too overcome by grief to be able to conduct a proper rite. Viewed
as a feature of social structure, the reciprocal exchange of funerary duties
symbolizes and enacts the mutual interdependence and unity of all members of
the Mohawk nation.

 Watch the Animation: Matrilineal Descent on
myanthrolab.com
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Children in the village of Kulukwekela on Kiriwina, the major island in the
Trobriand Islands chain.

The Trobriand Islanders

The Trobriand Islanders, inhabiting a chain of islands off the coast of New
Guinea, have a kinship system based on matrilineal descent, assigning children
to the descent group of their mothers. Trobrianders are divided into four named
exogamous clans, each associated with various plants, animals, and fish
(Malinowski 1929). People belonging to the same clan consider themselves kin
and believe that they share personality traits. However, clans do not function as
corporate groups and have no collective obligations. Even though people of the
same clan should not marry each other in principle, such unions do take place
without serious negative consequences (Weiner 1976, 51). In place of the clan,
the “dala” (what Malinowski referred to as a “sub-clan”) is the unit that is the
focus of social, economic, and political activities. Sexual relations within the dala
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are forbidden. Each dala has a sacred narrative of origin from a female
ancestor who, along with her brother, emerged from inside the earth.

Each original pair then had to find land for themselves and their dala
descendents. Currently, all land is owned by a particular dala, including a village,
or more often a hamlet, surrounded by farmland. Each dala also owns
protective magic that ensures the fertility of its fields. Malinowski reported that
members of dalas have a right by descent to reside in the hamlet associated
with their group. However, not all people live in their ancestral village. Couples,
however, often reside in the dala settlement of the husband. The Trobriand
system of residence in the husband’s ancestral dala is sometimes referred to as
“avunculocal,” but, although men move to the place where their mother’s brother
resides, they do not actually move into his household but instead set up a
separate dwelling for their own family. Although resident dala members do not
live in the same household, they cooperate in economic and ceremonial
activities.

In practice, however, most men remain in their father’s hamlet, bringing their
wife to live there. Weiner found that the only men who predictably moved to
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their mother’s brother’s hamlet were those who were positioned to become
headman of the settlement (1976, 42). The difference in reports of residence
patterns by Malinowski and Weiner (1976; 1988) may reflect either the contrast
between idealized patterns and actual practices or changes over time, since
Weiner’s research took place fifty years after that of Malinowski. Weiner,
though, does assert the absolute right of dala members to be buried in dala
land regardless of where they resided during their lifetimes (1976, 43).

Trobriand men have to contribute to the support of their married sisters and
sisters’ children. When a man matures, he is allocated land to plant fields of
yam, sweet potatoes, taro, bananas, and coconuts (Malinowski 1935). About
50 percent of the harvest is usually given as “urigubu” to his married sister’s
husband, but is intended for the support of the sister and her children. By
principles of matrilineal descent, a man is not a member of the same kinship
group as his own children but rather belongs to the group of his sister and her
children. Urigubu symbolizes the claims that women have to the productive fields
their dala controls, even though they do not live in those settlements. It further
symbolizes the ties between sisters and brothers, that is, children of the same
mother and members of the same kinship group. Sisters therefore have claims
both to food and to the labor of their brothers. In this relationship, one sister is
paired with one brother, not necessarily in order of seniority. If one sister has
several brothers, the eldest is responsible for urigubu, although younger
brothers are expected to contribute. If one brother has several sisters, he may
rely on sisters’ sons to help, but if none are old enough to do so, he will be
responsible to provide for them all.

Each dala is ranked in relation to all others, not only to others within its own clan
but to other dala in the three remaining clans as well. Each dala has a leader or
“headman,” usually the eldest male of the eldest lineage in the group. He is also
generally the hamlet leader because his dala is localized in that settlement.
Upon his death or retirement, the position of headman is passed to younger
brothers in order of seniority or to a sister’s son. Headmen allocate farmland to
resident members of the dala and initiate the planting and harvesting cycles
each year. They also have ceremonial duties to protect and enhance the fertility
of their land. Finally, all the village households give them gifts of food, which are
used as urigubu payments to the husband of the headman’s sister and are
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redistributed to villagers and members of other communities in celebratory
feasts.

Kinship plays a further role in territorial organization. The whole of Trobriand
territory is divided into a number of districts (Malinowski 1929). Each district is
led by a chief, the headman of the highest-ranking dala in that region. Chiefs are
the only men allowed to have more than one wife. Typically, the chief’s wives
are sisters of the headmen of each village in his district. Because all men owe
urigubu to their sisters’ husbands, the headman of each village must deliver food
to the district chief. The chief distributes this food to villages throughout his
district in ceremonial feasts, thus enhancing his status through displays of
generosity.

Men’s power in Trobriand society is based on their control of land and of the
statuses of hamlet headman and district chief. They exchange gifts of yams and
ceremonial wealth. Women’s power is based on their roles in the continuity of
the dala and of dala identity. Through reproduction, women give birth to the
future members of the dala and thus ensure its immortality. At the end of life,
women’s centrality is enacted through elaborate mortuary practices and
exchanges of valuables (Weiner 1976; 1988). When a death occurs, rituals last
for months. Exchanges of yams, products of male labor, are part of some of
these rituals. But the most elaborate ceremonies focus on the exchange of
women’s valuables, such as skirts woven of banana leaves. One of the most
prominent exchanges is that between a woman and the wife of the brother from
whom she and her husband receive urigubu. Additional exchanges focus on
other kinship relationships, including acknowledging the father and father’s sister
of the deceased. Although these individuals are not members of the deceased’s
dala, ceremonial gifts to them symbolize a wider unity of kin and community.

Mohawk and Trobriand kinship systems exemplify different types of matrilineal
societies. In Mohawk society, women are central figures in kinship groups and in
the economic and social activities of the household. Men and women share
decision making and work out a consensus on public policy. In Trobriand society,
men occupy major positions of prestige and productivity, whereas women
preserve the continuity of kinship groups through birth and death.  Read
the Document on myanthrolab.com
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Review
Four levels of descent organization are lineages (relatives who trace
descent from a known common ancestor), clans (groups of people who
believe but do not know that they are relatives), phratries (groups of
linked exogamous clans), and moieties (two groups of linked clans that
divide the society). Depending on the unilineal descent rule in effect, a
lineage may be a matrilineage or a patrilineage, and a clan may be a
matriclan or a patriclan. Segmentary lineages are subdivisions of
lineages that are hierarchically ranked. Most unilineal kin groups practice
exogamy, or marrying outside of one’s lineage or clan, which broadens
kin ties. Clan membership and marriage eligibility are often defined
through the use of totems and taboos. Forms of endogamy, or marrying
in, are parallel cousin marriage (one’s mother’s sister’s children or one’s
father’s brother’s children are preferred marriage partners) and cross-
cousin marriage (one’s mother’s brother’s children and father’s sister’s
children are preferred). Endogamy keeps resources within a kin group
rather than broadening kin ties.

Patterns of Relationships
In addition to establishing structured groupings of relatives, kinship systems also
define and enforce expected behaviors among kin. Members of every society
share ideas about appropriate attitudes and actions between any set of
individuals, especially relatives. For example, we may be taught to be respectful
of our elders and gentle with younger siblings. We learn how to behave with our
relatives, what to say to them, and what not to say to them. We learn our rights
with respect to them, and we learn what obligations we owe them. We learn
that we must behave with respect, deference, and obedience toward some
relatives, whereas we can exert influence and authority over others. With some
relatives, we learn to comply with their wishes and acknowledge their
dominance in other ways. With others, we may joke, tease, and act informally.

Globalization
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Within the past century, the economies of
preindustrial peoples worldwide changed from
subsistence activities to wage work, and the

production of food and goods for cash and export to
national and international markets. How have these
changes transformed people’s kinship behavior and
relationships?

As with other social rules, or norms, there is great cross-cultural variation in the
types of behaviors prescribed between relatives, and there may be variation
within a society as well. Factors of gender, age, and class may have effects on
people’s attitudes and actions. The more homogeneous a society is, the more
likely people will agree about appropriate behavior, whereas heterogeneous, or
pluralistic, societies may have less consensus. Still, we can recognize general
social values even if we do not behave in accordance with them as individuals.

Two common patterns that anthropologists observe in many cultures are
avoidance relationships and joking relationships. The term “avoidance” is the
one traditionally used in anthropology but it is perhaps somewhat misleading
because the word usually implies a negative feeling (we avoid something that
we don’t like), but in kinship relationships, “respect” might be a better term, or
what Gary Witherspoon (1972), writing about the Diné, refers to as
“bashfulness.” In some societies, avoidance relationships  characterize the
relationship between parents-in-law and their sons-in-law or daughters-in-law.
For example, among the Diné, a man does not speak directly to his mother-in-
law and avoids being alone with her. If he needs to make a request of her, he
asks his wife to intercede on his behalf. He defers to his mother-in-law,
complies with her wishes and requests, and makes himself helpful and
cooperative.

avoidance relationships
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Patterns of behavior between certain sets of kin that
demonstrate respect and social distance.

This kind of behavior is fairly common between men and their mothers-in-law in
matrilineal societies. In such societies, men usually leave their natal homes
when they marry and take up residence with or near their wife’s kin.
Circumspect, deferential, and “bashful” behavior helps minimize potential conflict
that may exist between a man and his mother-in-law in matrilocal households. A
new husband does nothing that could be interpreted as a challenge to her
authority or that of anyone else in the household. After many years in a stable
marriage, a husband’s behavior may be modified and he may begin to assert
himself more with his wife’s relatives. Eventually, he may take on leadership
roles in the household.

Avoidance and respectful behavior on the part of a daughter-in-law toward her
father-in-law is especially expected in patrilineal societies, where the married
couple lives with the husband’s kin. In this situation, a daughter-in-law lives in a
household dominated by her father-in-law. Here, too, avoidance behavior
mitigates any potential conflict. Rarely would a daughter-in-law have authority in
such a household; rather, the potential conflict might concern the emotional
allegiance of her husband, their son. The wife acts with deference and respect
to avoid forcing the husband to choose sides between her and his parents. In
strongly patriarchal societies, daughters-in-law are expected to be acutely
aware of their subordinate status and act with extreme deference and
obedience to their husbands’ parents.

The pattern of joking relationships  between certain sets of relatives
involves reciprocal joking, teasing, and playfulness. Joking may take the form of
flirtation, sexual innuendo, and even explicit sexual remarks. This type of
behavior is found most commonly between certain kinds of cousins, as between
cross-cousins in societies in which cross-cousin marriage is preferred. Joking
behavior may also be common between individuals and their spouses’ same-sex
sibling. For example, a woman may joke with her husband’s brother, and a man
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may joke with his wife’s sister. In many cultures, these in-laws are potential
spouses. They may be preferred marriage partners in the event of the death of
one’s own husband or wife. So joking relationships between some types of
relatives (cross-cousins, spouse’s siblings) acknowledge the potential sexual or
marital relationship that might be established between the individuals.

joking relationships

Patterns of behavior between certain sets of kin that
involve reciprocal joking, teasing, and playfulness,
sometimes taking the form of flirtation and sexual
innuendo.

Do you have avoidance relationships and joking relationships among your
kin?

Review
All societies identify specific behaviors as appropriate for specific sets of
relatives. Two common patterns of relationship are avoidance
relationships and joking relationships. In patrilineal societies, bashful
behavior and avoidance are common for daughters-in-law toward their
fathers-in-law, whereas these are seen with sons-in-law toward their
mothers-in-law in matrilineal societies. In some cultures, avoidance may
also be prescribed for siblings. In some societies, joking relationships are
common among cross-cousins, spouse’s siblings, or others who may be
potential sexual or marital partners.

Patterns of Change
One would think that the way we reckon our kin would be a permanent feature
of our culture. As you have read, however, even kinship systems respond to
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changes in the way people make their living or adapt to their environment. One
pattern of change, for example, involves shifts from matrilineal descent to other
rules of descent, based on changes in men’s and women’s subsistence roles.
Forces of cultural contact and change also bring about changes in the way
people reckon their kin, identify their kin group, and interact with relatives.

Culture Change Cheyenne Descent

The Cheyenne currently reside on two reservations. The Northern Cheyenne live
in Montana and the Southern Cheyenne share a reservation with the Arapaho in
Oklahoma. These lands are the last refuge of people with a complex history,
which reveals how changes in economic systems and adaptations to one’s
environment affect social life, even systems of descent (Eggan 1966).
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The Cheyenne originally lived in the woodlands surrounding the Great Lakes in
what is now Minnesota. When the French explorer René-Robert Cavelier, Sieur
de La Salle encountered them in 1680, the Cheyenne were living in small
villages with perhaps 200 or 300 residents along the upper Mississippi River
west of Lake Michigan and Lake Superior. Their economy was based on
foraging. Women gathered wild rice that grew along the shores of lakes and in
marshes, and many other plants, tubers, fruits, and nuts. Men caught fish in
lakes and rivers, hunted deer and small animals in the dense woodlands, and
caught waterbirds.

It is likely that their social systems revolved around families and kinship groups
organized by principles of bilateral descent, consistent with the usual practice of
foraging peoples in the northern woodlands. These patterns are adaptive for
situations of resource flexibility and nomadic settlement.
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The Cheyenne began to leave this region in the late seventeenth century
because of conflict with neighbors who were being pushed westward by British
and French traders and settlers. By the early 1700s, the Cheyenne had settled
in eastern North Dakota in the northern prairies. There, borrowing from other
native peoples in the region, they began to grow some of their own crops,
especially corn, beans, squash, and tobacco. They also adopted the descent
systems of the nearby Mandans and Hidatsas. Like them, the Cheyenne began
to trace descent through matrilineal kinship ties in which children belong to the
kin group and clan of their mother, and couples reside with the wife’s family
after marriage.

The Cheyenne soon began to trade buffalo hides and deerskins for
manufactured goods with French merchants who had opened a post in southern
Manitoba. Then, sometime after 1750, the Cheyenne obtained horses from
other native peoples, such as the Crow. The horses made an enormous
difference in the Cheyenne economy, enabling people to travel farther to hunt
and trade and to more easily transport their possessions.

By the late 1700s, conditions on the prairies worsened. Native peoples from the
East and Midwest were pushing into the central prairies because Europeans
and American colonists were taking more and more land. As eastern peoples
moved westward, they came into Cheyenne territory, competing for the region’s
natural resources. By the early nineteenth century, the Cheyenne were building
settlements west of the Missouri River on the plains of South Dakota. They
spread west and south, expanding their territory to the Rocky Mountains. There,
the Cheyenne established a way of life different from the one they left behind on
the prairies. They no longer lived in permanent villages, but moved their camps
several times each year. They no longer planted crops. Instead, they hunted
animals, especially buffalo, and gathered wild plants. They also more fully
utilized horses for hunting and as beasts of burden (Jablow 1950).

As a consequence of the changes in their economy and settlement patterns,
Cheyenne social systems were also transformed. The need to maximize
alliances, to widen one’s network of kin, and to be able to shift membership in
local and territorial units, which their new way of life required, led to the
disappearance of matrilineal clans and the reemergence of bilateral descent.
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Nevertheless, the Cheyenne continued to live in groups of households of families
linked by relationships through women, and couples continued to reside with the
wife’s family after marriage. Each nuclear family resided in its own lodge, but
groups related through women generally built their dwellings near one another.
Such residential groupings often consisted of an elder couple, their unmarried
children, married daughters, and the daughters’ husbands and children. These
family groupings also shared resources and foraging tasks. Men hunted
together and provisioned the coresidential group. Most of the men working
together were unmarried brothers still living with their parents or the brothers-in-
law brought in after marriage to daughters of the group. Women worked with
their sisters and daughters, gathering wild foods and sharing cooking and child
care.

A bilateral system allows for an emphasis on generations rather than on lines of
descent. That is, whereas unilineal descent separates members of a generation
according to their degrees of descent from specific ancestors, bilateral descent
focuses on similarities among the members of each generation across lines of
descent. The kinship terms that the Cheyenne used emphasized these
generational relations, as well as the social equivalence of people. For example,
kin terms made no distinction between siblings and cousins other than by
relative age (Hoebel 1978), and only elder siblings were distinguished by
gender. Rather than referring only to a small set of relatives, the Cheyenne
system extended the concept of family to many people.

When studying changes in kinship systems, we can see how sensitive these
systems are as indicators of cultural transformation. Principles of kinship
reckoning are consistent with other cultural practices. When behavior changes,
kinship systems respond by altering the way that kin groups are organized.
Changes may come from internal dynamics within a society as people adjust to
their environments and develop and transmit new ways of living. They may also
come from external sources when societies come into contact with others,
either learning and adopting new systems voluntarily or being forced to adapt to
more powerful peoples.

Review
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Patterns of change in kinship systems are based on the functions of kin
groups in relation to environmental adaptations. Foragers tend to develop
bilateral descent rules, for example. Kinship also changes in response to
cultural adaptations. For example, people may adopt the kinship system
of another people with whom they come into contact.

Kinship Terminology Systems
Cross-cultural comparisons of categories of kin terms (words used to identify
relatives) can sometimes reveal basic similarities and differences in worldview
and experience. For example, people’s social relations can be inferred from
their kin terms. North Americans generally use the following words for relatives:
grandmother, grandfather, mother, father, aunt, uncle, sister, brother, cousin,
daughter, son, niece, nephew, granddaughter, grandson. Analysis of these
words reveals systematic meanings. First, North Americans distinguish between
generations: grandmother/mother/daughter/granddaughter. Second, they note
the sex of relatives: mother/father, sister/brother. Third, they distinguish
between direct or lineal relatives and collateral relatives (those who may have a
common ancestor but are not lineally related): mother/aunt, son/nephew. These
three sets of contrasts—of generation, sex, and lineality—define the features of
their kin that are meaningful to North Americans.

What are the names of the people you regard as members of your
kindred? How are they related to you?

Other cultures may select other aspects of kinship relationships to emphasize,
revealing different priorities through a different set of contrasts. Differences in
kinship terminology are not merely linguistic; they reflect societal attitudes
toward one’s relatives. Individuals called by each kin term are understood to
stand in particular social relationships and to have certain rights and obligations.
The meanings of words, then, reflect one’s social universe.

The Cheyenne, discussed in the Culture Change study, called siblings and
cousins by the same kin term, using separate terms only for elder brother and
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elder sister. Younger siblings of both sexes were called by the same term, a
fact that further indicates the importance of seniority in Cheyenne society.
Relatives in one’s parents’ generation were called by terms that distinguished
between paternal and maternal relatives and between the genders. The same
term was used for one’s father, father’s brothers, and his male cousins,
whereas another term was used for one’s mother’s brother and mother’s male
cousins. A parallel set of terms was used for female relatives. Grandparents
were distinguished only by gender—one term for all the men and another for all
the women. The terms used for one’s children were extended to the children of
one’s same-sex siblings and cousins. So, for example, a woman used the same
kin terms for her son and daughter and the children of her sisters and female
cousins. A man used these terms for his son and daughter and for the children
of his brothers and male cousins. A different set of names was used for children
of one’s opposite-sex siblings and cousins. On the generational level of one’s
grandchildren, all related children were called by the same term regardless of
gender or relationship.

The Cheyenne used a system of naming relatives called the Iroquois system,
which is based on the criteria of generation and age.
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The Cheyenne pattern of naming kin is an example of a type of 
kinship terminology system  known as the Iroquois system. There are six
types of terminological systems, and all people worldwide have a system of kin
terms that fits one of these types, although there are sometimes minor
variations within a system. Each type is named for the culture in which it was
first described. Kinship terms are more than just words for people, however;
they define types of relationships. The Iroquois system , for example,
emphasizes the difference between one’s parents’ same-sex siblings (MZD,
MZS, FBD, FBS) and parents’ opposite-sex siblings (MBD, MBS, FZD, FZS).
As Figure 8.5  shows, one’s parents are classed with their siblings of the
same sex, and parallel cousins are classed with one’s own siblings. Separate
names for cross-cousins identify them as potential marriage partners. Children
of anyone whom one calls mother and father are called sister and brother.

kinship terminology system

System of terms used to address and refer to relatives.

Iroquois system

Kin terms that emphasize the difference between one’s
parents’ same-sex siblings and parents’ opposite-sex
siblings, classifying parallel cousins with one’s own
siblings.

Eskimo system

Kin terms making distinctions between the nuclear
family and all other types of relatives and on gender.
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The Eskimo and Hawaiian Systems

The Eskimo and Hawaiian types of kinship terminology systems make the
fewest distinctions among kin. The Eskimo system  focuses on distinctions
between the nuclear family and all other types of relatives and on gender
distinctions. This system is likely to be associated with bilateral descent and is
prevalent in both industrial and foraging societies.

As Figure 8.6  shows, the Eskimo system has separate terms for mother,
father, sister, and brother. Siblings of one’s parents are distinguished by gender,
but whether they are related through one’s mother or one’s father is ignored.
Relatives of one’s own generation outside of the nuclear family are all called by
the same term: cousin. There are

Figure 8.5
Iroquois Kinship System. According to the Iroquois system of kinship
terminology, the father’s brother (2) is called by the same term as the father
(3); the mother’s sister (5) is called by the same term as the mother (4); but the
people numbered 1 and 6 have separate terms for themselves. Those people
numbered 9–14 are all considered siblings, but 7, 8, 15, and 16 are cousins.
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Figure 8.6
Eskimo Kinship System. The Eskimo system of kinship terminology emphasizes
the nuclear family. Ego’s father and mother are distinguished from ego’s aunts
and uncles, and siblings from cousins.

separate terms for one’s own children and the children of one’s siblings, based
on gender: daughter, son; niece, nephew. And children of one’s cousins are also
called cousin, although some speakers may note different degrees of
relationship.

The Eskimo system of terminology distinguishes among kin primarily by
generation and gender. It highlights a distinction between the nuclear family and
other relatives, but whether they are related through the mother or father is
irrelevant. These terms are consistent with a social system that centers on the
nuclear family as an independent, mobile, and potentially self-sustaining unit. As
you may have noticed, this is the system generally used by North Americans.

The Hawaiian system , in contrast, has even fewer terms than the Eskimo
system because it makes distinctions only of generation and gender. For this
reason, it is sometimes referred to as a generational system. As Figure 8.7
shows, all male relatives of the parental generation are called father and all
females are called mother. Similarly, all male relatives of one’s own generation
are called brother and all females of one’s generation are called sister. Sons
and daughters include one’s children and the children of anyone that one calls
brother or sister.
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Figure 8.7
Hawaiian Kinship System. Ego calls the men numbered 2 and 6 by the same
term as father (3) and the women numbered 1 and 5 by the same term as
mother (4). All cousins of ego’s own generation (7–16) are considered brothers
and sisters.

The Hawaiian system is found in many societies of the Pacific and among
speakers of Malayo-Polynesian languages. It is often associated with ambilineal
descent, in which people can choose to affiliate with the kinship group of either
their mother or father. In the Hawaiian system, marriage with cousins is
impossible because all cousins are classified as siblings.

Hawaiian system

Kin terms making distinctions only of generation and
gender.

The Crow, Omaha, and Sudanese
Systems
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The Crow system is similar to the Iroquois system for the parental generation
(see Figure 8.5 ). That is, father and father’s brother are called by the same
term and mother’s brother is named separately; similarly, mother and mother’s
sister are called by the same term and father’s sister is named separately. As 
Figure 8.8  shows, parallel cousins are called by sibling terms.

Figure 8.8
Crow Kinship System. The Crow system is the obverse of the Omaha system.
Those numbered 4 and 5 are merged under a single term, as are 2 and 3.
Ego’s parallel cousins (9, 10, 13, and 14) are considered siblings, whereas the
mother’s brother’s children are equated with the children of a male ego and his
brother.

The Crow system  is used by some matrilineal peoples. Its key feature is
that it extends the terms for father and father’s sister to include cross-cousins
on the paternal side—that is, the children of father’s sister—and then continues
the terms for father and father’s sister in the female paternal line. Thus, the
children of the father’s sister are called father and father’s sister. The effect of
the Crow system is that it distinguishes descendants in the female line on one’s
father’s side.

The Crow system also extends the terms for son and daughter to include cross-
cousins on the maternal side, the children of one’s mother’s brother. That is, the
children of one’s mother’s brother are called son and daughter. So, although
one’s cross-cousins are of the same biological generation as oneself, these
relatives are given terms otherwise applied to one’s own children.
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Crow system

Kin terms used by some matrilineal peoples that extend
the term for one’s father and father’s sister to include
cross-cousins on the paternal side.

The Omaha system  follows the same principles as the Crow system except
that it applies the generational skewing pattern to the descendants of one’s
mother’s brother instead of one’s father’s sister. The Omaha system is found in
some patrilineal societies, where its purpose is to identify descendants of male
members of the maternal side of the family.

Omaha system

Kin terms used by some patrilineal peoples that extend
the term for one’s mother and mother’s brother to
include cross-cousins on the maternal side.

Both the Crow and Omaha systems have a generational skewing pattern that
focuses on lineal relatives not in one’s own clan. So, in the matrilineal Crow
system, the father’s sister and her descendants are singled out because these
are the people in one’s father’s clan. Similarly, in the patrilineal Omaha system,
the mother’s brother and his descendants are singled out because these are the
people in one’s mother’s clan.

In the Sudanese system , which is rare, all kinship relationships are given
separate terms. There are separate terms for members of the nuclear family, a
distinctive word for mother’s brother and another for father’s brother, and
separate words for mother’s sister and for father’s sister. Parallel cousins and
cross-cousins are called by different terms. The Sudanese system allows
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individuals to negotiate their relationships with others and to affiliate with either
side of their family, depending on their circumstances or personal inclinations.

Sudanese system

Kin terms that give separate words for all kin
relationships.

Review
Kinship terminology system refers to how relatives are classified. It
identifies a specific kind of relationship and the rights and obligations that
that relationship entails. In the Eskimo system, which generally uses
bilateral descent, the nuclear family is distinguished from other relatives.
The Hawaiian system makes distinctions of gender and generation, and
is often associated with ambilineal descent. The Iroquois system
distinguishes between one’s parent’s same-sex and different-sex siblings
and also between parallel cousins and cross-cousins. The Crow system,
used in matrilineal societies, is similar to the Iroquois system except for
the terminology referring to cousins. The Omaha system, found in
patrilineal societies, is similar to the Crow system, with maternal cross-
cousins called “mother” and “mother’s brother” and paternal cross-
cousins called “son” and “daughter.” The Sudanese system is unique in
that every individual has a distinct term. Differences in kin terms reflect
differences in people’s social systems.

Anthropology Applied

Linkages Genealogy Projects
When doing ethnography in the field, cultural anthropologists gather
kinship data for the people they are among. Then they link these data
into a local genealogy. This information tells anthropologists who people
are and how they relate to one another. As you have seen from this
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chapter, understanding a society’s kinship system is also a key to
understanding how people organize their communities, subsistence
activities, and leadership. Kin relations are the building blocks of human
social organization. But what can ethnographic and historical genealogies
of particular people tell us about what it takes to build self-sustaining
human communities?
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Linkages is an international network of researchers concerned with
assessing how economic development and culture change affect
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populations. These researchers create database sets of recorded
kinship data and track long-term changes. The researchers hope to show
how knowledge of kinship must be taken into account when planning
social policy and economic change. The knowledge gained from large-
scale, long-term comparisons of kin networks may also help local
communities participate more effectively in changes that affect their lives
and cultural ecologies.

The data sets that Linkages maintains are diverse; among them are
Alyawarra kin networks in Australia; kinship in Tlaxcala, Mexico;
genealogies of U.S. presidents; Muslim elites in an Indonesian village;
Old Testament patriarchs; Mbuti Pygmies of the Ituri Rainforest of Africa;
genealogical censuses for band societies; and many others (for example,
!Kung of Africa, Chechu of India, Ainu of Japan, Vedda and Semang of
Indonesia, and Inuit of North America). Affiliates of Linkages around the
world have established long-term field sites for tracking changes in
kinship. Data are displayed in maps and graphs generated by special
software, such as Large Network Analysis and Genealogical Information
Manager. Studies on such a large scale have been made possible only
though recent advances in computer technology and the Internet (http://
eclectic.ss.uci.edu/~drwhite/linkages/linkages.html).

Critical Thinking Questions
What do you know about your families’ genealogies? How far back
do they go? How might information about long-term changes in
your networks of kin contribute to Linkages’s goals?

 Study and Review on myanthrolab.com
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Chapter Summary

Kinship Systems
In every society, people have systems for tracing descent and organizing
kinship groups to which they belong.

Bilateral Descent
In many cultures, people consider themselves related to both their mother’s
and their father’s families. In such systems of bilateral descent, the most
significant kin group is that of the kindred, a loosely defined network of
relatives who interact on a regular basis and acknowledge mutual rights and
obligations. Systems of bilateral descent are commonly found in foraging
societies and in modern industrial nations. Bilateral descent is adaptive in
societies where mobility is a premium. In small-scale foraging societies,
people can make claims in a wide network of kin in times of scarcity and
need, whereas people in modern industrial countries can loosen their kin ties
to promote their economic independence.

Matrilineal and Patrilineal Descent
In unilineal descent, people acknowledge relationships on either only their
mother’s (matrilineal) or their father’s (patrilineal) side. Unilineal descent is
common in farming and pastoral societies. About 15 percent of unilineal
groups are matrilineal; the remainder are patrilineal.
A few societies have (or had) systems of double descent, in which people
could belong to kinship groups of both their mother and father. In systems of
parallel descent, men were considered descended from their fathers and
women from their mothers. Finally, systems of ambilineal descent allow
people to affiliate with either their mother’s or their father’s kin group.
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Unilineal Descent Groups
Unilineal descent systems usually organize people into structured groupings
of related people. The smallest such unit is a lineage, a specific set of
relatives that trace descent from a common ancestor. A matrilineage
consists of a female ancestor, her children, her daughters’ children, her
daughters’ daughters’ children, and so on. A patrilineage consists of a male
ancestor, his children, his sons’ children, his sons’ sons’ children, and so on.
Many cultures with the unilineal descent organize their members into clans,
named groups of people who believe they are relatives but cannot trace their
actual relationship with all members of their clan. Whereas members of
lineages can prove their common descent from a specific ancestor,
members of clans stipulate or claim relationship. Clans also often forbid
marital or sexual unions between their own members. Clans also often have
corporate functions such as holding land in common and apportioning fields
or resource sites to their members. They may choose leaders who speak
for their group and have methods of making decisions and settling disputes.
Phratries are groupings of linked clans that serve primarily to regulate
marriage by forbidding unions between members. Moieties are even larger
groupings, dividing the society as a whole into two groups or halves.
Typically, people cannot marry members of their own moiety. Moieties are
usually named groups that may have corporate and ceremonial functions and
control land, resource sites, and other property.

Patterns of Relationships
Kinship groups sometimes have preferences for the kind of marriage that
their members may make. Clans are often exogamous, their members
marrying people of other groups. Endogamy, in contrast, is a preference for
marriage with a member of one’s own group. In some societies, there are
preferences for marrying particular types of cousins, either cross-cousins or
parallel cousins. Marriage patterns tend to be consistent with other rules that
organize social groups.
Members of every society share ideas about what is deemed appropriate
between any set of relatives. Some societies highly structure behaviors
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between certain relatives. At one end of the behavioral spectrum, some
people are in a “joking” relationship, allowing them to tease one another and
make critical or sexual remarks, whereas at the other end, people may be in
an “avoidance” relationship, barring them from teasing or criticizing but
instead encouraging them to be “bashful,” avoiding eye contact, and
refraining from speaking directly to or even being alone with a dominant
person.

Patterns of Change
Kinship changes as a result of changes in people’s economic systems.
Globalization also causes people to change how they reckon their descent
and their rules for inheritance and kin relations.

Kinship Terminology Systems
Kinship terminologies are words that people use to refer to and address
their relatives. Worldwide there are a small number of such sets of
terminologies. Kinship terms are labels that symbolize relationships, including
the rights and obligations that relatives have in relation to one another. The
kinds of systems used reveal the kinds of distinctions that people make
about which relatives are similar in status and relationship.

Review Questions
1. What is bilateral descent? What are some cultural correlates of this

descent rule in societies that practice it?
2. What are the two types of unilineal descent? With what kinds of societies

is unilineal descent associated?
3. How would you compare and contrast the descent groups that are

created by the application of descent rules? How are kindreds different
from lineages?

4. What are the distinctions among lineages, clans, phratries, and moieties?

617



5. What patterns of relationships among kin group members do
anthropologists observe?

6. How, and why, do kinship systems change?
7. What are the six methods of classifying relatives? What are the

distinguishing characteristics of each?
8. How are kinship systems and rules of descent functionally interrelated

with other social systems, such as economic and political systems?
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Chapter 9 Marriage and the Family
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Preview
How do anthropologists define marriage and family?
What are the characteristics of nuclear and extended families?
How do residency patterns relate to other aspects of a culture?
How do marriage rules extend kinship while observing incest taboos?
What are some theories about the origins of the incest taboo?
How is marriage a rite of passage?
What are some social functions of marriage?
What forms of marriage are known to exist?
How is marriage a form of political alliance and economic exchange?

 Listen to the Chapter Audio on myanthrolab.com

 Read on myanthrolab.com

A woman had an only son who became grown up and had not been
married yet. She wanted to find him a bride, but he always told her,
“Later, not now. . . .” One day his mother said to him, “Listen, my son,
I’ve grown old and become tired of household work. You must get
married before I die.”

He said to her, “Well! Find me a good girl from a good house.”
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She . . . found him a girl from one of the most notable houses in their
town and he married her.

When the wedding [party] was over and after seven days or so, he went
back to his shop to work, while his mother stayed with his wife. “Listen,
in this house [you] don’t open what is closed or close what is opened, nor
uncover what is covered or cover what is uncovered, nor unwrap what is
wrapped or wrap what is unwrapped, nor unfold what is folded or fold
what is unfolded. Do you understand?”

The girl, his wife, said, “Yes.”

Days passed with things like that. His mother is everything in the house;
his wife works all day while his mother orders her around. When the man
returns home, his mother would set the dinner for him and if he would
say “[Let us] call [his wife] to eat with me,” his mother would answer him,
“This can’t be. She is still new in the house. She would get bold with us.
Wait for a few more days.”

After a few more days her son would say, “Let her come and eat with
me.”

His mother would say, “She hasn’t been broken to our house yet. She
does not need to eat for she has been eating all day.”

He would say to his mother, “May God extend his grace upon us. Let her
eat as much as she wants,” and [he] used to eat only until he was half-
full and leave some of the best food to his wife. His mother would hide it
and would give her only hard bread and water.

The girl grew sicker and weaker by the day. Whenever her husband
asked her, “What is the matter with you?” she would answer, “Nothing.”

One day he said to one of his friends at the store, “By God, my wife is
becoming sick. Every day she is getting thinner and paler. I am afraid
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she doesn’t want me. Ever since she set foot in my house, she doesn’t
speak to me, and she is always sad.”

His friend said to him, “I’ll tell you what to do to see whether she wants
you and wants to stay in your house, or whether she hates you and
would like to return to her father’s house. After dinner swear by God that
she joins you and your mother for the coffee, then break wind. If she
laughs at you, she doesn’t care for you and you should send her back to
her father’s home. If she doesn’t, then she is ill.”

That same day after the man ate his supper and thanked his God, he
said to his mother, “Call [his wife] to have coffee with us.” He swore by
God, and his mother went to call her. As they were drinking their coffee,
he broke wind. His mother laughed, but his wife didn’t and kept on
drinking until she finished her cup. . . .

The following day he told his friend about what had happened. His friend
said to him, “Your wife is hungry. Your mother is starving your wife.”

He built a new house for his wife and moved out of the old one and got
his mother a servant.

Excerpts from Richard Dorson, Folktales Told around the World, pp. 166–168. ©
1975. Reprinted by permission of the University of Chicago Press.

This narrative from Iraq tells of the conflict and tensions between a new bride
and her mother-in-law. In the story, the young husband is beset with divided
loyalties. His respect for his mother is tempered by his concern for his wife. The
wife is obedient and deferential to the older woman. The narrative raises issues
of power for women in patrilineal and patriarchal households. The mother tries
to exert power over her daughter-in-law, but in the end she has less authority
than her son because he is the man, the recognized head of the family. He
chooses to protect his wife’s interests and allies himself with her.
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This Iraqi family unit was formed not only through rules of descent but also
through marriage rules. The family unit at the household level consisted of a
man, his widowed mother, his wife, any children borne by his wife, and the
man’s unmarried siblings. This chapter explores marriage and the family and
how they interrelate with other elements of culture in a society.

Kinship systems and family arrangements are basic elements in all societies.
They are among the topics of central concern in anthropology because they
help structure people’s daily lives and lay the foundations for how they are
integrated into their communities. However, societies differ greatly in how
families are formed, about who constitutes a family, and about the rights and
obligations of family members toward one another. As we shall see, variations
in family organization are not random but are consistent with economic and
social needs. Thus, different types of families are preferred in different types of
societies.

Defining Marriage and Family
People are social beings. We live together in groups, work with others, and
form emotional bonds with other people. Although some individuals live alone at
any given time in every society, most people live with others during all or most
of their lives. Most people who live together are members of families. In
everyday speech, we use the word family casually to refer to our relatives
without specifying how we are related to these people. Even anthropologists do
not agree on a single or concise definition of family.

Anthropologists tend to make a distinction between family and household,
although the two words are often used interchangeably. A household  refers
to a group of people occupying a common dwelling. The Iraqi man, his wife, and
his mother are members of a household. The term homestead refers to multiple
dwellings occupied by related and interacting people.

household
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A group of people occupying a common dwelling.

As you read in Chapter 8 , members of families are related either through
descent (consanguines) or marriage (affines). For example, one’s grandparents,
parents, aunts and uncles, siblings, children, and cousins are all consanguineal
relatives, whereas one’s spouse and all the people called in-laws are affinal
relatives. North Americans differ in the ways they apply the word family to
many of these relatives. Some people use the word to encompass all their
relations, but others restrict the term to refer to close relatives with whom they
interact regularly.

family

A married couple or other group of adult kinfolk who
cooperate economically and in the upbringing of
children, and all or most of whom share a common
dwelling.

A useful starting definition of family  is one given by anthropologist Kathleen
Gough (1975, 52). She defines the family as a “married couple or other group
of adult kinfolk who co-operate economically and in the upbringing of children,
and all or most of whom share a common dwelling.” In this definition, a family is
more than just a couple. Gough’s definition includes several important features
of family, stressing the cooperative links among members who share social and
economic responsibilities. On this basis, the Iraqi man, his wife, and his mother
constitute a family.

There are other definitions of family, however, and family members need not
occupy the same household. Some members of polygynous families may
occupy different households within an area. In addition, although marriage is the
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most common bond that creates families, marriage itself is not a required
component of family. Heterosexual or gay couples who are not married also
constitute families. The single-parent family  of parent and child is perhaps
the smallest family unit (Fox 1984).

These roommates share a household. Unlike family households, roommates
typically do not share all economic resources and have no expectations of
mutual obligations or an enduring relationship.

Although issues of family composition, family life, and “family values” are
controversial in the current climate of North American social and political
discourse, the American Anthropological Association has taken a strong position
supporting the legitimacy and viability of all family types. In its statement, issued
in 2003, the association said the following:

More than a century of anthropological research on households, kinship relationships, and
families, across cultures and through time, provide no support for the view that either
civilization or viable social orders depend upon marriage as an exclusively heterosexual
institution. Rather, a vast array of family types can contribute to stable and humane
societies.
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These indigenous Mexican families in Tzintzuntzan are celebrating the Day of
the Dead.

The family is a basic unit of economic cooperation and stability. Members of
families usually perform at least somewhat different economic tasks, a pattern
that highlights the interdependent relationships among family members. They
also pool all or at least some of their resources for the survival of the group.

The family serves social needs as well, providing members with companionship,
emotional support, and assistance. Families also function in the propagation and
survival of society. They provide the context for biological reproduction and for
the training and enculturation of children. Families function universally as
vehicles for socialization into expected roles and goals of their own or adopted
children. Children learn what is appropriate by observing adults and by overt
learning and practicing of skills for roles they will assume as adult women and
men. In the context of their families, children learn their gender identity and their
role in households and communities. Through observation of social relations
between their parents or among all adults in their households, they learn
whether men and women have equal rights to contribute to discussions and
decision making. They also deduce social rights through the ways that conflicts
are resolved. Girls and boys also learn whether they can expect emotional and
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economic support from their natal kin groups once they reach adulthood and
form their own families.

Based on your experience in your family, what are some specific
expressions of the functions of the family as a social institution?

 Watch the Video: Swahili Naming Practices on
myanthrolab.com

In addition, families are decision-making groups. Members of families consult
with one another, make decisions together, and may function as political units
with others in their communities to establish and provide leadership. In some
societies, positions of leadership are inherited within families. Everywhere,
inheritance of property and the transmission of cultural knowledge take place
within family units.

All societies contain units recognized as families, but there are differences in the
ways in which families are formed. Throughout the world, most families are
formed through marriage. Marriage is another word that we use casually with
reference to a union between two people, but anthropologists have not settled
on an uncontested definition of marriage. There is even some debate in the field
about whether marriage and the family are universal constructs. Still, even if we
accept that marriage is a recognized social status in most, if not all, cultures,
there are differences in the ways that marriages are contracted and in the
relationships between the spouses.

What do you think might be some sources of disagreements about the
definitions of marriage and family?

Marriage  is generally understood as a socially recognized, enduring, stable
bond between two people who each have certain rights and obligations toward
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one another. These rights and obligations vary from culture to culture, but are
likely to include some common features. For example, married partners have
the right to expect to have a sexual relationship with each other, although the
number of partners may vary. In plural marriages, for example, a person may
have more than one spouse. In most societies, spouses have obligations to
assist one another in rearing children and providing for their household. They
share economic resources and provide shelter, clothing, and household
equipment. Marriage also establishes bonds between groups of kin (the
relatives of each spouse), who also have rights and obligations toward one
another.

marriage

A socially recognized, stable, and enduring union
between two adults who publicly acknowledge their
rights and obligations and form a new alliance between
kin groups.

Through marriage, men and their kinship groups may claim rights to children.
For this reason, as pointed out in Chapter 8 , there is a fundamental
difference in the emphasis on marriage in patrilineal groups, where descent and
inheritance are traced through men, and matrilineal groups, where they are
traced through women. In matrilineal societies, kinship groups obtain new
members when the women of the group give birth to children. A mother’s child
automatically becomes a member of her own kin group, whether she is married
or not. In contrast, patrilineal kinship units cannot obtain children from their own
women because a child does not belong to its mother’s kin group but to its
father’s. In this case, marriage serves the purpose of securing a stable
relationship between men and women from outside their kin group. Marriage
also provides for the establishment of what Kathleen Gough calls “social
fatherhood.” Social fatherhood  may or may not be the same as biological
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paternity. One’s social father is the man who fulfills the responsibilities of
parenting, just as stepparents and adoptive parents are social parents.

social fatherhood

The status of a man who fulfills the responsibilities of
parenting, a role that may or may not be the same as
biological paternity.

Review
A family is a group of people related by blood or by marriage who live
together, raise children, and share economic and other social
responsibilities. A household consists of relatives and, often, nonrelatives
who live together and share economic responsibilities. In all societies,
enculturation of children and the inheritance of property and status take
place within families. In most societies, families are formed through
marriage, a public acknowledgment of a couple’s commitment and a new
alliance between kin groups. Marriage enables men in patrilineal
societies to add children to their kin group, whereas children in matrilineal
societies are automatically in their mother’s group. Marriage also allows
for social fatherhood.

Families and Ideal Types
Anthropologists differentiate between one’s family of orientation (the family one
grows up in) and one’s family of procreation (the family one founds as an adult).
In addition, anthropologists have long used a classification of ideal family types
that is generally descriptive of different family structures. Many real families
diverge from these types in some way or to some degree. Nevertheless, the
types are useful because they broadly correlate with other aspects of culture.
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The nuclear family, extended family, joint family, and single-parent family are
some of these types.

Nuclear Families

Among nomadic foragers and members of industrial societies, most families are
of the type that anthropologists call “nuclear.” A nuclear family  consists of
one or both parents and their children, although another relative, such as a
grandparent or an unmarried sibling of one of the parents, may reside in the
same household for a time. The nuclear family is the characteristic family form
of societies with bilateral descent, which, as discussed in Chapter 8 , are
typically either foraging or industrial societies.

nuclear family

Family consisting of parents and their children.

A nuclear family structure provides certain benefits. For instance, it has the
advantage of mobility. The relatively small number of people in a nuclear family
unit can easily separate themselves from the larger community in which they
live. In foraging societies, nuclear families aid in survival in conditions of scarcity.
If there are insufficient resources to support a large group, nuclear families can
go their own way, dispersing into a large territory and exploiting meager
resources. In industrial societies, nuclear families allow for economic
independence and promote the loosening or weakening of wider kinship bonds.
This pattern is advantageous for societies where competition and individual
advancement are goals.
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This Japanese nuclear family is enjoying a day out.

Comparatively, small families are an advantage for people in both foraging and
industrial societies. Family size is limited among foragers in order not to exceed
the carrying capacity of the environment. In addition, infants and young children
need to be carried when traveling, which favors the spacing of births. Because
foragers lack grains and animal milk as foods for babies, mothers nurse their
children for as long as three or four years. Therefore, closely spaced children
have a low chance of survival. As well, frequent pregnancies and deliveries have
a negative impact on the health and long-term survival of mothers. In industrial
societies, small nuclear families have the mobility necessary for leaving larger
kin groups and moving from job to job and region to region. Distant relatives are
unlikely to make claims for assistance, and if they do, families can easily avoid
contact with them or deny their requests for aid. Small families are an
advantage because dependent children are economic liabilities in industrial
economies where work requires strength, stamina, and skilled training and
where laws forbid or restrict child laborers.
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This four-generation extended Polish family, grouped around their 96-year-old
matriarch, is characterized by vertical ties between generations.

Nuclear families risk social isolation. Family reunions in industrial societies may
be seen as equivalent to seasonal gatherings of larger kin units among nomadic
foragers. Single-parent families in industrial societies are formed as the result
of divorce or the death of a spouse and parent. Others develop when the
parents do not marry or live together. In the United States, most single-parent
households consist of mother and children. According to U.S. Census statistics
for 2009, 12 percent of all households were headed by a single mother and 4
percent had a single father as head. Single-parent households, especially those
headed by women, are more likely to have incomes near or below the poverty
line. Their economic difficulties stem from a common problem of nuclear
families: Economic independence accrues only to people with resources and
jobs. For people with meager incomes, the isolation of single-parent families
increases the difficulty of seeking support from kin. In contrast, in extended
family systems, people who lose or lack a spouse can rely on a large network
of relatives for assistance.

single-parent family

Family consisting of one parent (either mother or father)
and her or his children.
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extended family

Family formed with three or more generations—for
example, parents, children, and grandparents.

Extended and Joint Families

Family systems based on an extended family principle are more common
worldwide. Extended family arrangements are especially prevalent in farming
and pastoral economies. Extended families  consist of three or more
generations of people, extending the family vertically. Typically, an extended
family unit is composed of an elder parent or couple, their unmarried children,
some of the married children, and the children’s spouses and children. As you
read in Chapter 8 , rules of descent determine which adult married children
remain with the parents. That is, in patrilineal systems where descent and
inheritance are traced through men, more often the sons remain with their
parents, whereas daughters leave home after marriage to reside with their
husbands’ families. In matrilineal societies, daughters remain with their parents
after marriage, but married sons leave to join their wives’ families.

Culture Change

The Changing American Family
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Family types are responsive to changes in productive modes and general
social values. In the United States, the percentage of family units
conforming to the idealized model of husband, wife, and children has
declined since the mid-twentieth century. The idealized nuclear family
model is itself a product of economic needs and adjustments made
during the nineteenth and twentieth centuries as capitalist and industrial
production dominated North American society. Other kinds of family units
have now become more common. The number of blended families,
based on remarriages and the combining of children from previous
marriages, has also increased.

Growing rates of divorce have also increased the number of single-
parent households. As women have gained more economic
independence, the financial need to remarry after divorce or the death of
a spouse has declined. More people also never marry. Many households
consist of a man and woman involved in a long-term relationship who
choose not to marry. Such couples may or may not have children.
Another less common but not unusual type of household consists of two
people of the same gender who share a sexual relationship, economic
responsibilities, and other attributes of family life such as child rearing.
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Census statistics indicate changes in U.S. household composition, marital
status, and numbers of children over the last several decades. 
Tables 9.1  through 9.4  present some of the relevant data.

As the figures in Table 9.1  indicate, the percentages of people “Never
Married” and “Divorced” have risen between 1980 and 2009, whereas
the percentage of people “Married” has declined.

The size of families has also decreased between 1980 and 2009. More
couples are having fewer children than in the past. Indeed, the number of
childless couples has increased, as Table 9.2  demonstrates. 
Table 9.3  shows that the composition of households also changed
from 1990 to 2009.

 View the Slideshow: the Changing American Family
on myanthrolab.com

The number of cohabitating unmarried couples has also increased. In
1980, there were 1,589,000 such couples, but by 2000, there were
4,486,000 unmarried couples, and

Table

9.1 Marital Status of the U.S. Population, 1980–2009 (As Percentage
of Total, by Sex)
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Table

9.2 Number of Children Per Household

Table

9.3 Composition of Households

Table

9.4 Number of People Per Family
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the number rose to 6,214,000 by 2008 (U.S. Census Bureau, Statistical
Abstract of the United States, 2001, Table 52; 2009, Table 63).

Finally, as Table 9.4  indicates, the number of people per family has
declined since 1980.

More families with children consist of single parents. In 1990, 71.9
percent of all families with children contained two parents; by 2005, the
percentage had dropped to 67.4 percent. In 2005, mothers headed 26.4
percent of all families with children, whereas fathers headed 6.2 percent
(U.S. Census Bureau, Statistical Abstract of the United States, 2011,
Table 63). In addition, although the actual numbers remain small, the
growth of stay-at-home fathers reflects changes in gender expectations.
In 2009, of all married couple families with children under 15 years old,
22.6 percent had stay-at-home mothers while 0.7 percent had stay-at-
home fathers. This represents a more than doubling of stay-at-home
fathers since 1995 and a decline in the numbers of stay-at-home mothers
(U.S. Census Bureau, Statistical Abstract of the United States, 2011,
Table 68).

Census figures also indicate a sharp increase in the number of same-sex
households between 1990 and 2009. This may reflect both real growth in
same-sex households and a greater likelihood that their members self-
report. In 2006, 776,943 households consisted of same-sex partners. Of
these, 413,095 were male couples and 363,848 were female couples
(U.S. Census Bureau, Statistical Abstract of the United States, 2006,
Table 62). Taking a different perspective on the data, in 2009 of all
households with unmarried partners, 0.24 percent consisted of two men
while 0.26 percent consisted of two women (U.S. Census Bureau,
Statistical Abstract of the United States, 2011, Table 63).

Although same-sex marriages are legal in Massachusetts, Connecticut,
Iowa, Vermont, New Hampshire, and New York State, the U.S. Census
Bureau reclassifies legally married same-sex couples as “unmarried,
same-sex partners” in compliance with the Defense of Marriage Act.
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Data for 2009 reveal that 69.8 percent of all children live with two
parents (U.S. Census Bureau, Statistical Abstract of the United States,
2009, Table 69). Although this is a decline from the 85 percent in 1970, it
is still a sizable majority. In 2009, 22.8 percent of children lived with their
mother only (up from 11 percent in 1970) while 3.4 percent lived only with
their father. Comparative evidence shows that the figures on children and
household composition have remained fairly steady since 1990, indicating
that the familial effects of social changes in the 1960s and 1970s have
leveled off. Only 4.0 percent of the nation’s children live in households
without either parent, and about 2 percent are living with their
grandparents only. There are marked disparities in children’s experiences
for different racial and ethnic groupings; for example, 85.2 percent of
Asian children, 75.8 percent of non-Hispanic white children, 68.7 percent
of Hispanic children, but only 38.1 percent of African American children
live with two parents.

All of these data are consistent with quantitative and qualitative studies
soliciting Americans’ attitudes toward marriage and family life. Several
large-scale research projects from the 1960s through the late 1990s
reveal that, although most Americans “. . . value marriage, children, and
family life, these institutions are now much more voluntary and less
obligatory . . . leading to more individual freedom in these areas”
(Thornton and Young-DeMarco 2001, 1031). Examples of these shifts
include more acceptance of divorce, of unmarried couples living together,
and of unmarried women having children.

A family that is extended laterally rather than vertically is referred to as a joint
family, which is much less common. A joint family  typically consists of
siblings who combine their families to share work and resources, such as two or
three brothers, their wives, and their children.

joint family
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Family consisting of siblings with their spouses and
children, sharing work and resources.

Extended and joint family systems have the advantage of establishing a more or
less stable group of people who can share resources, household tasks, and
subsistence work, and provide emotional support and material aid. However,
because many people live together, conflicts may develop. Intergenerational
tensions may arise because of the authority of the eldest couple over their adult
children, or sibling rivalry may develop in a joint family compound. Conflicts over
authority, inheritance, and loyalty are common. In addition, extended and joint
family systems may lead to social difficulties for in-marrying spouses. Women
moving in with their husbands’ kin, for example, may face demanding mothers-
in-law. Economic cooperation and interdependence is a prominent feature of
extended and joint families. For this reason, people in industrial societies may
form this type of family unit on a temporary or permanent basis when they are
unemployed or otherwise lack resources. For example, according to the U.S.
Census Bureau, in the current economic crisis experienced by many American
families, the number of “multifamily households” rose sharply, by 11.7 percent
from 2008 to 2010. In 2010, there were 15.5 million such households,
accounting for 13.2 percent of all households and including 54 million people
(Luo 2010). However, this dramatic increase does not reflect the full scope of
the problem since the Census Bureau defines a multifamily household as one
consisting of at least two nuclear families, excluding arrangements when adult
siblings reside together or a childless adult moves in with his or her parents.

Which ideal type best characterizes your family? What are some benefits
and challenges of life in this type of family in relation to the larger culture?

Review
Ideal family types include nuclear, single-parent, extended, and joint
families. A nuclear family consists of parents and their offspring and
occasionally another relative. Single-parent families have a mother or a
father and children. Women head most single-parent families. Extended
families consist of parents, their unmarried children, married children and
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their spouses, and their grandchildren. Joint families extend the family
unit horizontally among siblings rather than vertically across generations.

Endogamy, Exogamy, and the Incest
Taboo
As discussed in Chapter 8 , marriage serves as a means of extending kinship
within a particular group (endogamy) or extending kinship to other groups
(exogamy). All societies ban marriage—and condemn sexual relations—within
the nuclear family, particularly between parents and children and also, with very
few exceptions, between brothers and sisters. This ban is referred to as the 
incest taboo . The incest taboo is essentially a rule of nuclear family
exogamy, forcing people to marry outside their families. The incest taboo is
universal, but beyond the nuclear family the “forbidden” relatives are different in
different societies. For example, one set of cousins is preferred for marriage in
some societies, whereas other sets of cousins are forbidden under the incest
taboo.

incest taboo

A ban on sexual relations or marriage between parents
and their children or between siblings.

Effects of Exogamy on Social
Organization

The marriage rules of endogamy and exogamy are predicated on the incest
taboo. Both exogamy and endogamy reflect and reinforce the structure and
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organization of a society, the subject of Chapter 11 . For example, village
exogamy is the norm in societies in which people contract marriages with
residents of other villages. Through intervillage marriages, people create
alliances over a broader geographic area, thereby widening their networks of
allies and supporters. In areas of frequent warfare, such marriages also give
some protection against raids because people are less likely to attack villages
where they have relatives.

class

Social grouping usually determined on the basis of a
combination of birth and achievement.

In addition, some stratified societies practice exogamy, stipulating that members
of identifiable social groups or strata need to marry outside their own group or 
class , a social grouping whose membership is usually based on a
combination of birth and achievement. For example, the Natchez of the south-
central United States were divided into two major classes—nobles and
commoners. These groups had different, unequal access to resources,
services, and power. The nobility consisted of three graded ranks: Suns,
Nobles,

Controversies

Explaining the Incest Taboo
The origins of the incest taboo are much debated. One theory proposes
that the incest taboo arose out of an instinctive aversion toward sexual
relations within the nuclear family. However, incest occurs fairly widely in
human societies, so avoiding it is not instinctual. Another biological theory
suggests that the incest taboo is a learned, cultural response to the
possible biological consequences of inbreeding, which can increase the
incidence of undesirable or harmful (as well as desirable and beneficial)
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genetic traits in a population. This theory assumes that ancestral humans
understood the relationship between mating and the variability of traits in
their population, and that this cultural adaptation then spread to all human
societies through diffusion or contact to become a universal element of
culture or, alternatively, that human societies in different areas
independently invented an incest taboo.

A theory championed by anthropologist Bronislaw Malinowski, based on
the work of Sigmund Freud, focused on the origin of the incest taboo as
a response to the need to lessen sexual competition within the nuclear
family unit. This psychological theory might account in part for the ban on
sexual relations between parents and their children, which would strain
the marriage bond between husband and wife. However, it does not
explain the near-universal prohibition on marriage between siblings.
Sibling marriage occurred among the monarchs of ancient Peru, Egypt,
and Hawaii but was not defined as incest. Marriage between a brother
and sister at the highest level of the state consolidated power and
minimized struggles over succession. However, sibling marriage was not
permitted among ordinary citizens.

Many anthropologists favor understanding the incest taboo as a means
of ensuring survival by forcing people to make alliances with others
outside the nuclear family. This “marry out or die out” theory emphasizes
that marriage within a small unit will over time lead to the isolation and
genetic homogeneity of the group, which makes the unit more vulnerable
to population loss or even extinction. Mating outside the nuclear family
reduces this risk and also creates social alliances and bonds of
reciprocity with other people that can be critical in times of scarcity and
other dangers to survival.

We may never know why the incest taboo started, but the fact that it is
universal indicates its importance. All these theories add interesting
dimensions and clues to the debate.

Critical Thinking Question
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Which theory or combination of theories about the origin of the
incest taboo do you favor, and why?

Brahmans, like the one in this photograph, are the highest of four main castes
identified in ancient Hindu sacred writings.

and Honored Persons. Descent was matrilineal. The chief was the highest-
ranked member of the highest-ranked matrilineage, the Suns. The Suns were
never able to consolidate their power and wealth, however, because the
Natchez social system required that all members of the nobility practice class
exogamy. That is, they had to marry commoners. The Sun matrilineage was
perpetuated through children of Sun women who were Suns themselves, but
children of Sun men, including children of the Great Sun, were not members of
that chiefly lineage. The children and more distant relatives of Sun men became
Nobles and Honored Persons, whose male children were commoners through
membership in their mothers’ lineage. On the other hand, children of male
commoners became members of the nobility if their fathers married noble
women. Commoners could also raise their status through exemplary services to
the nation, such as serving in the military, which raised wives’ status as well
(Bonvillain 2001, 132–33).

646



Effects of Endogamy on Social
Organization

Many stratified societies also practice endogamy, in which people marry within
their class or rank to maintain social, economic, and political distinctions.
Endogamous marriages solidify and preserve the privilege of elites by
consolidating wealth and power. Recall the examples of parallel cousin marriage
and cross-cousin marriage, described in Chapter 8 .

A strong form of endogamy occurs in caste systems (described further in 
Chapter 11 ). Caste  is an ascribed social category identifying a group by
status or by occupation. At birth, people automatically become members of the
caste of their parents and remain in that caste throughout life. In India, for
example, people traditionally must marry other members of their own caste.
Caste exogamy (marrying someone of another caste) is, in principle, forbidden,
although it does occur.

caste

Social grouping whose membership is determined at
birth and is generally inflexible.

Globalization

Increases in rates of multiracial marriage and in numbers of
mixed-race children in many parts of the world can be seen
as an extension of the process of globalization. In many
countries, including the United States, interethnic marriage
also contributes to the spread of English.
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Informal class endogamy is widespread in stratified societies, simply because
people with similar backgrounds tend to associate with one another and marry
within their group. Members of the same class tend to socialize together, attend
the same schools, live in the same neighborhoods, perform the same social
activities, and so on. Therefore, even in the absence of a strong marriage rule,
proximity and informal sanctions against marrying down tend to lead to class
endogamy. Other marriage preferences that follow informal social norms include
the tendency for people in pluralistic societies to marry within their own racial or
ethnic group and to choose partners who speak the same language and
observe the same religion.

Review
The universal incest taboo is a general ban against sexual relations
between individuals within a nuclear family. Explanations for its origins
include biological and psychological explanations and hypotheses based
on cultural adaptations to survival factors. Marriage rules affect the
organization of a society. Examples of impacts of endogamy on social
systems include the caste system of India, alliances created through
cross-cousin marriage, and class systems with preferential marriage
based on shared membership in a social, racial, or ethnic group.

Forms of Marriage
Marriage rules define the forms that marriages can take, and these forms vary.
For example, norms concerning the number of spouses that can constitute the
marital unit differ in different societies. In most societies, marriage is a union
between two people—monogamy . However, in some societies the marital
unit may consist of three or more people—polygamy , or plural marriage.
Monogamy is the most common form of union today, even in societies where
plural marriages are possible. Societies that permit remarriage after the death
of a spouse or divorce practice serial monogamy , meaning that a person
can be married to only one person at a time, although individuals may have two
or more spouses during their lifetime.
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monogamy

Marriage rule that stipulates a union between two
people.

polygamy

Marriage in which the marital unit consists of three or
more people.

serial monogamy

Marriage pattern that stipulates that a person can be
married to only one person at a time, although
individuals may have two or more spouses during their
lifetime. Subsequent marriages may be formed after the
death of one spouse or after divorce.

Polygyny and Polyandry

There are two forms of polygamy. Polygyny  is marriage between a man and
two or more women, and polyandry  is marriage between a woman and two
or more men. Polygyny is far more common than polyandry as a form of plural
marriage, but most couples live in monogamous unions, even in societies where
plural marriages are possible. A common type of polygyny is a pattern in which
a man marries two or more sisters, usually wedding one first and the other
years later. This system is called sororal polygyny . Sororal polygyny has
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the advantage of minimizing potential conflicts between wives because the
women have close emotional and supportive bonds as sisters. When co-wives
are not related, they may have tensions between them, each vying for favoritism
from their common husband to benefit themselves and their children. Different
societies favor different kinds of residence patterns for plural marriages. In
some, the entire unit of husband and several wives lives together in one
dwelling. In others, each wife of a polygynous homestead has a separate hut
for herself and her children.

polygyny

Marriage between a man and two or more women.

polyandry

Marriage between a woman and two or more men.

sororal polygyny

Marriage between a man and two or more women who
are sisters.

Polyandry may also take several forms. In some cases, a woman may marry
unrelated men whereas, in others, several brothers may be married to the same
woman, a form called fraternal polyandry. The best documented examples of
polyandry occur in South Asia, especially in India, Tibet, and Nepal. Polyandry
has also been reported elsewhere in the past, including among the Inuit of
Arctic Canada and the Iroquois of New York State.
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